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You do not know what you think or feel until you 

put it into words. This sentiment has been echoed 

countless times through the ages by many a writer, but I 

can personally attest to how true it is. I had not tapped into 

my thoughts and feelings about my early life until I began 

to set it down on paper. I’ll never forget the impetus that 

inspired me at more than eight-five years old to begin. It 

was Saint Aloysius Gonzaga’s Feast Day, June 17, 2016. I 

attended the 8:15 Mass, celebrated by Father Joe Palatty at 

The Church of The Nativity. In his homily, he talked about 

reading Gonzaga’s reflections on being raised by a devout 

mother. That touched him because he realized the same 

had been true for him. He said to us, “I can stand up here 

before you today with a joyful heart because I, too, was 

raised by a devout mother.” 

Naturally, thoughts of my own mother flooded my 

mind. Images of her on our farm in Vera, Kansas – things 

I hadn’t thought about in ages – came rushing back with 

as much clarity as if it had happened only yesterday. I re-

membered large snakes that would sometimes crawl up 

into our yard, and a particularly long, shiny one that slith-

ered through the door on the east side of the house and 

half-way up the stairs before anyone noticed. It was prob-

ably just a bull snake, which would’ve been harmless, but I 

didn’t know that then. What I did know was that it was big 

and scary. I screamed for my mother, who came quickly to 

save the day. She was only a hundred and ten pounds, five 

foot four, but she was powerful and mighty. I watched her 

chop more than one helpless snake to pieces with a hoe 

until it was no longer a threat to her brood. She would do 

anything to protect us from harm.  

I remembered another instance when my moth-

er saved our battery charger for the radio. We loved our 

first radio. We would all gather around it in the living 
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room every evening and listen attentively to our favorite 

program, the Storytelling Hour. The battery was like a 

precious commodity because without it, we couldn’t lis-

ten to the radio; therefore, the battery charger was even 

more precious. My father and brothers built a tower for 

the wind-powered charger out in the yard, and we always 

hoped for adequate wind to charge our beloved battery. 

One breezy afternoon, my mother had gone out and con-

nected the battery to the charging tower. All seemed to be 

working fine, when all of sudden a Kansas thunderstorm 

blew in with driving rains and winds powerful enough to 

blow the tower back and forth. We thought the entire thing 

was going to blow over and break into bits. My mother ran 

out into the storm and pulled the rope to disconnect the 

blades so that they would stop turning. Again, she saved 

the day. As this memory washed over me, I could see her 

plain as day with the wind whipping her apron and her hair 

soaking wet. I remembered how frightened I was watching 

her run out into the rain, but also how I knew everything 

would be okay because she could handle anything.  

With these recollections raw and fresh in my mind 

and on my heart, I went home and immediately started to 

put my childhood memories into words. Like Father Joe, 

I likewise realized I had been raised by a devout mother, 

and this reality has not only given me a joyful heart, but 

guided me throughout my entire life. I wanted to get them 

down in writing, to preserve them for my family and their 

families, and to remember.... To remember all the won-

derful people and places that shaped me into the woman 

I am today, the heroes and friends who were part of my 

journey, who helped me walk my path in those early years, 

so long ago. •
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I’ve had a good life, a blessed life. I was born to loving, 

kind parents who took good care of me spiritually, 

physically, and emotionally as they knew how. We 

were nourished with organic food that was 

raised by them on our farm; I lived in 

a safe environment where I could 

trample around the farm all day, 

experiencing, learning, and 

growing. I always felt safe. It 

was a simple, wonderful way to 

grow up, and I am profoundly 

grateful to my parents, Thomas 

and Golda. 

George Thomas Deiter and Gol-

da Katherine Davis both grew up in Cameron, 

Missouri. Their school was about a mile from their homes, 

so every day they walked to school together. The story 

goes that Golda’s older sister, Nannie Mae, would hit 

George Thomas with her lunch pail. I guess that’s a grade 

school way of saying, “Hey, look at me.” Funnily 

enough, Nannie Mae later married George 

Thomas’s brother, my uncle, Phillip, 

and lucky for me, Thomas was 

more interested in Golda than 

her sister. My parents were 

married in the St. Mary’s Ca-

thedral in Wichita, Kansas on 

January 26, 1916 and moved to 

a farmstead in Paxico, Kansas, 

about ninety miles straight West 

of Kansas City. 

Paxico, like most Kansas towns, was 

originally built on Indian land. The entire territory of 

Kansa was opened to white settlement on May 30, 1853, 

Chapter 1

Beginnings

My parents, George Thomas 
Deiter and Golda Katherine Davis
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The church’s register of my parents wedding. It 
was written in High German.

St. Mary’s Cathedral in Wichita, Kansas
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and in 1859, Wabaunsee County was officially organized. 

In 1869, John and Mary Copp, who are rightfully consid-

ered the founders of Paxico, moved to the north bank of 

Mill Creek, one mile east of present day Paxico, where 

they opened a general store and later a post office in 1881. 

The town was actually named after an Indian medicine 

man, “Pashqua,” but as was customary, the government 

often Americanized the names of postal stops; thus, “Pax-

ico” became the vernacular.     

Primarily made up of German Catholics and Meth-

odists, Paxico was a strong religious community in which 

to grow up full of good, hard-working people. If you took 

a compass and drew a circle around the farms that were 

on the periphery of the little town of Paxico, that would 

be the true Paxico — not just the town but the entire com-

munity, including all the farms and families to the south, 

to the west, to the north, and to the east, making Paxico 

about as large as Topeka at that time. There was a strong 

connection and sense of community among the people 

there. When there was an activity, all the neighbors came 

to the central meeting place—downtown Paxico. Some-

times in the summer there were outdoor movies. We’d sit 

on a blanket and eat our peanut butter kisses and enjoy 

the movie. I can still remember how good they tasted. 

My parents first child was my oldest brother Jack, 

born on April 15, 1917. His real name is Louis Thomas — I 

do not know why he was called Jack. One year later, my 

older sister, Alice Katherine, was born on May 21. She 

died the same day of unknown causes. I always knew about 

her, and for that, I am extremely grateful. This is not in-

formation that would’ve usually been shared with children 

at that time, so I think it’s amazing that our mother let us 

know about her. We even had a picture of her in her cof-

fin, which would have been the only picture they had of 
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her. Sometimes when I was little, I would think about her 

and wonder what she would be like.  

My parents didn’t have another child for seven 

years, so Jack seemed so much older because he was an 

only child for those seven years. I think he was glad to fi-

nally have us younger siblings around. He was very tender 

with us. He had deep blue eyes and smiled a lot. I really 

admired and loved him. He was my hero. 

My brother, Donald Paul, was born on November 6, 

1925. When we were older and filled our days with inter-

esting treks around the farm, he was the leader. We spent 

a lot of time together so we were close and have many 

memories of those years together. Sometimes he worked 

with our dad and Jack doing farm work and we’d have to 

go on our adventures without him. 

On Sunday, July 31, 1927, at 3:55 a.m., I was the 

Alice Katherine’s gravestone marker. She is buried in a tiny plot in St. 
Munchins Cemetery in Cameron, Missouri. I drove up one year in the 
nineties and found her grave. 
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fourth child born. I always felt strength and energy and 

I think it was because I was the first surviving daughter. 

Even though I was the fourth in the birth order and sec-

ond daughter, according to Tolman’s birth order, I seem 

to fit the oldest daughter characteristics. I was delivered 

by Dr. C. Menard. I assume my aunt Charlotte was also 

there. She was a nurse, and as far as I can remember, she 

was at most of the extended family births. I can imagine 

my birth’s circumstances because when I was nine years 

old, I peeked around the corner of the door to my parents’ 

bedroom when my mother was in labor with my youngest 

sister, Martina Edna. My mother was probably not medi-

cated, and I would guess she was anxious since her second 

baby died the same day she was born, but the tenseness 

and anxiety in the house soon shifted to quiet joy. It was 

a special moment. I was a healthy, squalling baby girl de-

manding to be attended to. My exhausted mother soon lay 

sleeping in the birthing bed; the persistent ticking of the 

The Alma Signal Enterprise ran 
this article in August 2002
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old wind-up clock standing guard, protecting her as she 

slept. My nurse, Aunt Charlotte, quickly and capably took 

care of my “new-born” needs on the kitchen table. I don’t 

know if that’s exactly how it went, but that’s how I visual-

ize it in my mind. 

After me, Elizabeth Jeanette was born on Septem-

ber 15, 1929. I always liked my name, but I thought she had 

the prettiest name of all my sisters. She was called Betty 

until later in her adult years when she changed her name 

to Liz. As we grew older Don, Betty, and I were a three-

some and had many adventures together playing in Dog 

Creek and around the farm.

On April 13, 1931, Lloyd Francis was born. To this 

day, he is by far the best family story-teller, and we all get 

a kick out of his tales. He was followed by Norman Ed-

ward on October 4, 1933, and finally Martina Edna on 

June 4, 1935. We had a house full of four boys and three 

girls with one angel (Alice Katherine) to watch over us. 

A picture of the family—three 
children; Jack was eleven, Don 
was almost four, and I was 
almost two. It was taken at a 
photography studio at 630 Kansas 
Avenue, Topeka, Kansas on March 
16,1929. I think it was quite a 
feat to take us to Topeka; the 
roads were two-lane and probably 
not graveled. I wonder what 
route they traveled. I don’t think 
it was usual to take children to a 
photographer, so they must have 
been an adventurous couple.
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We didn’t spend much time with the three youngest, “the 

little kids,” as we called them. It never occurred to us to 

take them with us. Their legs were just too short! For that 

reason, I don’t have many memories of them during my 

younger years. Of course, as we grew up and into adult-

hood, we all grew much closer and enjoy being together. •

A picture of us in about 1936 without Jack; he would have been 19 and 
probably working. Back row: Louise, Don; middle row: Betty and Lloyd; 
front row: Norman and Martina.
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Map of Paxico-Vera area of Kan-
sas. Vera is now marked on most 
maps as “Vera Road.” Image 
from Google Earth





11

Once I started writing, it was amazing how rapidly 

memories wafted in and out of my mind. Some-

times they were complete pictures, but sometimes just 

fragments, pieces of scenes and glimpses of faces. Some-

times there was no rhyme or reason why I might remem-

ber something in full or in part or why I remember any of 

it at all. 

One of my earliest memories is standing out in the 

front yard with my dad, my brother and sister, and the 

neighbor man, Bob Kaul. He teased me about my socks 

not matching and I remember I felt bad, as if I had done 

something wrong. As I grew older and got to know him, I 

found out he was a loving man who liked to tease, even his 

wife, Opal. They had three sons, Myron, Mitten, and Roy-

al Dale. They were great neighbors and it was fun to be at 

their house. Opal would give us a yummy snack, such as 

cupcakes or cookies. She always chewed pink chewing 

gum that she would wrap around her upper side tooth so 

you could see it when she talked and when she laughed. I 

watched her with admiration and wondered how she did 

that. See what I mean – no real rhyme or reason as to why 

I might recall that eighty years later, but I can see that 

bright pink wad of gum like it was yesterday.  

Our farm at Vera, Kansas, located a few miles east 

of Paxico, was in a lush green valley with Mill Creek flow-

ing through the northern part. Directly a mile south, the 

Santa Fe railroad went through the lower part of the val-

ley. The trains had loud horns that they honked to let us 

know they were coming through. They were definitely in 

charge and we stayed out of their way. When the creek 

sometimes flooded the entire valley, a few railroad ties 

would occasionally wash out, causing the trains to stop 

until the repair was finished. Since we lived on a hill, the 

water never reached our house; however, it flooded the 

Chapter 2

Early 
Memories
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Our home on the family farm
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houses located close to the creek. 

One man named Willard lived right next to the 

tracks. He had a very nice home. The neighbors, includ-

ing my brother Don, would rush to the rescue every time 

it flooded and help clean the mud out of his house. Wil-

lard was an interesting man, not social, not neighborly, 

but they took care of him anyway. I remember seeing him 

driving down the road in his race car. Don told me that 

our dad said he would order many things out of the Sears 

Roebuck catalog and always ordered two of everything. 

When he left and moved away, he had a big sale. I remem-

ber being at that sale with my parents. I walked around 

the house with my mother looking at all the things. I 

found a cuckoo clock and wanted to hear it, so I pulled 

down on one of the weights. You can guess what hap-

pened next—the weight, chain, and all fell to the floor. I 

was mortified and went to report the grave destruction of 

the cuckoo clock to my mother. She went to talk to Wil-

lard, and when she returned, she told me it was all right. I 

never saw Willard again, but the memories of his cuckoo 

clock, my fear of punishment, and his graciousness re-

main vivid. 

When I was about four or five, we had a huge, deep 

snowstorm. I remember I had to stand on a chair to look 

out the kitchen door window. It was very cold and the 

snow was deep. I watched my big brother and hero Jack 

and my dad shovel the snow to make a path to the hen 

house. The hens needed food and water and we probably 

needed the eggs. The path was two to three feet wide and 

up to his shoulders. My Dad was further down the path 

and Jack was closest to the house. He was having a good 

time and would laugh and wave to us. My younger sib-

lings, and maybe Don, were standing on the floor looking 

out the lower windows on either side of the door. 
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I also remember another winter with cold tempera-

tures and frequent white deep snows that painted the 

valley white. I saw the older kids, including Jack, being 

pulled on a sled behind a car. The driver would go in cir-

cles and the sled would 

go flying in all different 

directions. It was too 

scary for me to watch, so 

I didn’t.

Later when I was a 

couple of years older, I 

remember how sad I felt 

when Jack accidently cut his hand while working with our 

dad on the farm. It was a serious cut and bleeding pro-

fusely. He sat on the porch, pale as a ghost, cleaning it 

with warm water, and it was apparent that he was in tre-

mendous pain. Of course, there was no emergency room 

and no stitches, so my mom treated him with home reme-

dies. I’m not sure what exactly she did, but she probably 

used mercurochrome – the red stuff that always made any 

cut or bite feel better. I can see that red medicine as clear-

ly as Opal’s pink chewing 

gum. Our minds are funny 

things.  

One Sunday, as we 

were driving through Pax-

ico on our way to church, 

we had just driven by 

Wayne Woody’s gas filling 

station when it exploded. I still have a vivid image of that—

there was a loud boom, the building was blown up toward 

the sky, started burning and then just collapsed into a flat 

pile and broke into pieces. It was very frightening. We 

saw Wayne run across the road toward the post office, so 
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we knew he was safe. Later, the station was rebuilt and he 

was back in business. 

When I was six, I chewed my fingernails. My moth-

er put different unpleasant liquids on my fingers to 

thwart my love for chewing, all to no avail. I remember 

over hearing her having a conference with my teacher 

about what to do. One cloudy, rainy day, my big brother 

Don, my little sister Betty, and I were walking across the 

yard to the barn. I remember we had on our four-buckle 

overshoes. All of a sudden, Don stopped in his tracks and 

told me to look at my fingers. He said there were germs 

on my fingertips. “They are so tiny you can’t see them, 

but they can make you sick,” he explained. I was horri-

fied and imagined teeny-tiny varmints crawling all over 

my fingers. I even cried. Well, it worked. I never put my 

fingers in my mouth again.

The farm was an interesting and educational place 

to grow up. Our house was built with many nooks and 

crannies so we had plenty of places to hide and to play. 

There was a stairway in the front and one in the back of 

the house; the back stairs went from the kitchen up to a 

bedroom. The front stairs went up to three more bed-

rooms. There was no running water or electricity, so we 

used the outhouse most of the time, but in the cold winter 

we would use the thunder-mug. In the living room, which 

was also the dining room, we had a pot-bellied stove to 

keep us warm. We had a large room where we ate, read, 

played matchstick poker, and basically spent most of our 

time. That’s where the big wood stove sat. It had a box 

of cut wood by its side, wood that my dad and brothers 

cut when it was yet warm. Sometimes the stove would get 

so hot that the metal sides would glow red. It was a good 

place to stand, but not too close! The bedrooms were not 
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heated – no central heat, just the potbellied wood stove. 

That just took the chill off, so when we went to bed we 

jumped under the covers, head and all, to warm the sheets 

with our breath. Our mother must have gotten up in the 

night to stoke the fire to keep it burning. 

In the summertime, we took the stove down and put 

the cover over the chimney opening. That was always a 

good time. It meant we could be outside and had more 

room in the dining room. Because the smoke usually 

made the wallpaper black around the chimney, my mother 

would put up new wallpaper every year, but it would get 

black again the next winter. Our kitchen was furnished 

with a wood burning cook stove that had a water reservoir 

on one end so we always had hot water. What a luxury! 

There was a free-standing cupboard where the crocks of 

milk sat awaiting the thick, rich cream to rise to the top. 

Sometimes we would slice a large hunk of bread from the 

homemade loaf, dip it in the cream and sprinkle sugar on 

it — delicious! We had a gourmet snack and didn’t even 

know it. We just knew it was yummy good.

Since we didn’t have preschool or kindergarten, we 

spent our first five years at home. We always had differ-

ent ways to entertain ourselves. My mother liked projects 

and would help us come up with new ideas. One thing 

we enjoyed was making Papier Mache and creating dif-

ferent works of art. Our mother would help us tear up 

newspaper and emerge it in water until it was fully satu-

rated and a gooey, fun mess. We used old oatmeal boxes 

and turned them into castles. After applying the Papier 

Mache and letting it dry, we drew in the turrets, windows, 

doors, and the building stones on the outside. If we cut 

out the doors and windows before putting on the Papier 

Mache, we could open and shut them.
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We had a creek running peacefully on either side 

of our farm, not too deep and not too wide, so it was per-

fect for a bunch of preschoolers. The one located on the 

east of our house was called Cat Creek and the one on the 

west was Dog Creek. We rarely ever played in Cat Creek; 

there weren’t many trees on its banks, and the banks an-

gled straight down making it difficult to walk down. Dog 

Creek was more interesting with its many different bends 

and trees and changes in width and depth. I remember 

sunshine and cool winds, cold creek water on my feet, 

and thoughts of wanting to feel a warm sweater but not 

willing to give up a moment to return to the house to get 

one. I had plenty of playmates, all with fabulous imagina-

tions, so we occupied hours and hours with make believe 

games and role-plays. My earliest memories are rich with 

these happy images. I can’t help but smile. • 

 





19

I loved walking to school with my big brother Don and 

younger sister Betty down the mile-long country road 

full of deep, muddy ruts. It was a fun challenge to balance 

as we walked on one side of the rut or the other. Even 

when the road was dry, it was difficult, but when it rained, 

we had to wear our black, four-buckle overshoes to tread 

through the wet, soupy mess. If it was bitterly cold, snowy 

or stormy, our dad drove us, but if the snow was deep, 

he’d take us in the box wagon pulled by a team of horses. 

There were no snow days. 

I loved getting to go to school in the first grade. All 

eight grades were in one room; we were seated furthest 

to the right and the remaining grades gradually were seat-

ed to the left of us until the eighth grade was adjacent to 

the left or north side of the room. As you walked into the 

school, there was a narrow hall where we hung our coats 

and drinking tin cups. The water pump was outside by the 

entrance. We’d pump the handle to get a cool drink, and 

of course, we’d splash around a little, but not enough to 

get soaked. There was a brownish colored picture of the 

Angelus hanging on the west wall; I loved that picture and 

spent a lot of time looking at it. I imagined they were pray-

ing and I would pray with them. There were two outdoor 

toilets – one for the boys and one for the girls. If you want-

ed to be excused, you raised your hand with two fingers. 

I do not know if there were students in all eight grades 

when I was just starting out, but I do know there was never 

any chaos or problems. When the other grades had class, 

the other students were quiet and did their work.

There were three of us in the first grade: two broth-

ers, Edward and Carl Searcy, and me. Edward was a year 

older, but he started a year late for whatever reason I do 

not know. Our teacher, Miss Edna, was an angel. She 

wore nice clothes, powder, lipstick and smelled so good. 

Chapter 3

School Days



20

Left: This view of Vera 
and the Vera School 
District 37, seen at the 
left, looks to the north 
on Vera Road from 
what is now Interstate 
70. 

Below: Vera School, 
District 37

Pictures courtesy of 
Wabaunsee County 
Historical Society.
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She was always pleasant and kind to us. I liked school and 

learning very much. I still do, and I credit Miss Edna with 

that. She would have us do projects with construction pa-

per, paints, and crayons. I enjoyed cutting out pieces of 

construction paper of different colors and pasting them 

on a basic model. My favorite was a bluebird and a redbird. 

I was a happy, budding artist! 

On cold days when the potbellied stove would get 

very warm, she’s put a Victrola record on top of a tomato 

juice can and set it on top of the stove. As it softened from 

the heat, it would slowly drape down into a symmetrical, 

wavy bowl. I remember it took quite a while, but we went 

on with our work and periodically glanced up to check its 

progress. When it was finished, we’d have a bowl to set on 

the desk to put things in or take them home to our mother 

for a gift. I thought Miss Edna was so wonderful, and well, 

she was. 

Not only was I improving my reading skills, learning 

to pronounce harder words, and doing arithmetic, but I 

also learned about Jesus and Mother Mary. We went to 

Mass as a family every Sunday in our two-seater car. The 

youngest would be in front with Mother and the rest of 

us were packed in the second seat. It was a tight fit. Our 

mother joined the Catholic Church when she married 

Dad, so it was a dual learning process. As she taught us, 

she also learned about the practices and sacraments of 

the Catholic Church. She scheduled us early in our life 

with Fr. Reichart for Catechism. Every Saturday morning 

during the school year, Dad drove us to Newbury to the 

rectory for class. I clearly remember two things: the smell 

of his house – it was not offensive, just different – and the 

stories about the martyrs being eaten by the lions. My in-

terest in that faded into more captivating stories about Je-

sus and Mother Mary, and I liked thinking about the story 
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of Christmas. I made my First Holy Communion when I 

was six. Mother always made sure we participated in the 

Sacraments. 

Gradually at school, we moved over and my younger 

siblings took over the lower grade seats. I remember one 

particularly embarrassing episode. We had a globe pulled 

up to the ceiling by an attached rope. When Miss Edna 

lowered it for class, it was anchored in place by a point-

ed spike that she would stick into the wooden floor, just 

enough to keep it in place. Sometimes, we had to stay in-

side at recess because of the weather, and on one of those 

days, one of my classmates and I were playing with the 

basketball, bouncing it back and forth. I got a little am-

bitious and tossed it up in the air, and of course, it hit the 

globe, sending it crashing down and right on top of my 

head. My brother Lloyd recalls the blood spurting up out 

of that wound with each heartbeat. He watched Miss Edna 

and an eighth grader take turns holding wet towels on my 

skull until the bleeding stopped. I remember feeling very 

scared, not about the bleeding, but about getting into 

trouble. It never happened. Classes resumed later that 

morning. I recovered in a few weeks and was back playing 

basketball at recess.  

My other memories of grade school are rather ran-

dom. One time, there was a new girl, Gretchen, who lived 

just south of Mill Creek. I think her family worked for 

the lady who lived in the big house immediately north of 

Mill Creek. Gretchen played the piano and sang soprano. 

You could hear her singing when the valley was quiet if 

you were standing on the south side of the creek. I think 

she was a bit too much for this little community because 

she frequently was the topic of conversation. I admired 

her house and wanted to go inside because it looked so 

beautiful, but it never happened because she was more in-
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volved with the community of Maple Hill and not involved 

in our community. Gretchen’s mother always brought 

her warm soup at lunch. We could smell how delicious it 

was, and we were envious of her. We all still liked her and 

played with her. 

Everyone pretty much played together. It didn’t 

really matter whether you were a boy or a girl, younger 

or older. We had a basketball court with one goal, and at 

recess we’d all play together with two teams and a soft, 

structured set of rules. I suspect that the rules were fre-

quently altered to fit the situation. (You know, like Con-

gress.) Royal Dale Kaul was an eighth grader, and I think I 

was in sixth grade at the time. That would make me eleven. 

I had a crush on him and wanted him to pay attention to 

me and be nice to me, but one day when we were playing 

“free basketball” – no teams, no rules, just shoot the bas-

ket – he kept the ball from me and threw it to Norma Lietz, 

who then got to shoot. As silly as it sounds now, that really 

hurt my feelings, but no matter how hard I tried, he’d out 

maneuver me. I hope I didn’t cry. Now that I think about 

it, he might have been flirting with me in his awkward, in-

appropriate, thirteen-year-old style. Perhaps he was teas-

ing me like his dad teased me when I was a little girl or the 

way his dad teased his wife Opal. Maybe he was just being 

a thirteen-year-old boy and enjoying the competition. It’s 

hard to tell, but at that time I took it as a painful, personal 

rejection and didn’t much like him after that. I soon got 

over that, however, and went back to enjoying our recess 

games. He was actually a nice and fun friend. 

When I was twelve or thirteen years old, in the later 

years of grade school, I remember going to Wabaunsee 

County track meets. I loved the excitement and the com-

petition because I knew I would win, but not in sack races, 

running, or broad jump. I always came in third in running 

Royal Dale Kaul—not that the 
crush went on and on and I kept 
his picture all these years; I was 
surprised to find it as I was going 
through old photos.
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races and usually second or third in the others, but in high 

jump, I was always first. Now as I think back on it, I have no 

idea what I did to get over that pole as they raised it higher 

and higher. It was easy for me. I just did it, and of course, 

winning is fun. I was the Wabaunsee County champion! 

We were awarded colored ribbons with the date, the name 

of the event, and the wining status: blue for first, red for 

second, and white for third. Miss Edna drove us to the 

meets and made us absolutely delicious peanut butter and 

banana sandwiches. Even at that age, I still loved her, and I 

knew she loved us too. My parents were always there, and 

I can still see my mother standing on the sidelines looking 

very pleased. •
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My childhood was full of colorful “adventures,” all 

sorts of fun and mischief we created to entertain 

ourselves. I often think that children of today are deprived 

of the opportunities we had to use our imaginations and 

the time to just play and be kids. From raising baby chicks, 

to playing in the mud, to racing with cows, we filled every 

moment of the day and went to bed exhausted at night with 

sweet dreams and anticipation of what the next day might 

bring. Our adventures were many, but the following are 

the ones that stand out in my memory.  

Sometime in the dead of winter, probably late Jan-

uary, my mother would write out an order for baby chick-

ens. Obviously, we had no internet or credit cards—no 

orders over the phone. She literally wrote out the order, 

included a Stockgrowers State Bank check, put a three-

cent stamp on the envelope, and walked it down to the 

mailbox. Anytime you mailed something, you had to be 

sure to put the aluminum mailbox flag up. That ensured 

that if you didn’t get any mail that day, the carrier, Dan 

Sutter, would be sure to stop and pick up the letter. 

In March, the chickens would arrive in three-foot 

square boxes with dollar size holes on each side. It was 

always exciting to see their tiny, yellow, fuzzy heads pro-

truding from each opening. That was how they survived 

the trip. We unlidded the boxes, lined them with clean 

newspaper, put in baby chicken feed, and a waterer. The 

waterer was a glass Mason jar, turned upside down on 

a saucer-like device that regulated the flow of water as 

needed. This was an everyday chore. We loved it because 

it gave us a chance to take them out of the box to hold and 

play with them. Occasionally we found one dead. When 

that happened, my mother immediately sprang into ac-

tion, putting the special dark pink medicine in their water 

just in case it was Coccidiosis. If it was, that could poten-

Chapter 4

Adventures
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tially wipe out the entire flock. It never did, thanks to her 

quick and accurate treatment. 

The brooder house was located outside several 

feet from the house, and the only means to heat it was a 

wood stove, which would require stoking several times 

during the night. If the fire died down, the temperature 

could drop quickly and the little chicks could die. Well, 

who wants to walk out there in the dead of winter, so they 

were kept in the living room right by the big wood stove 

where they enjoyed continual warmth, food, water, and 

lots of frequent handling by several children who proba-

bly squeezed them too tightly sometimes. We covered the 

boxes at night with bed sheets, and my mother likely got 

up several times to tend to the fire and keep it going. The 

constant “cheep, cheep” was like a concert, and I liked it. 

Actually, I never heard anyone complain about it, but it 

did cease when they were covered at night.

The chicks soon grew; their yellow fuzz turned into 

feathers and by the end of April, they began hopping out 

of the boxes which were probably only eight inches deep. 

We had to keep putting them back. This was a sign they 

were ready for the move to the brooder house, and even-

tually to the big chicken house. There, they continued to 

grow into nice, fat, lovely “fryers” which meant we would 

soon have crispy, crunchy chicken coated with wheat flour 

and fried in lard – yum – with mashed potatoes and chick-

en gravy. The move to the chicken house also meant that 

Betty and I could take over the brooder house for our-

selves.

This would then become our domain until we went 

back to school in the Fall. My sister and I worked very 

hard for about a week cleaning out the brooder house, 

sweeping it out, removing all the feeders, roosts, etc., 

then scrubbing it with bleach and soapy water. We deco-
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rated the walls with pictures of movie stars that we cut out 

of magazines and moved in the furniture – table, chairs, 

dishes, and utensils – everything we needed for a tea par-

ty. Earlier in the day, we scooped up the rich, black dirt, 

carried over water from the pump, brought over some 

corn from the granary, and even went in the chicken 

house to retrieve a couple of eggs. The mud pie batter was 

combined and it was just right – not too dry and not too 

wet. There happened to be a railroad tie laying outside the 

door of our newly renovated “playhouse” that functioned 

as the perfect oven. We used a large spoon to ladle the 

batter from the bowl onto the top of the railroad tie, then 

we’d go off doing something else until they were dried to 

perfection by the sun. We then set the table, and we were 

ready for our party, which only lasted a brief time. It turns 

out that the fun was actually in the preparation, and we 

would do it all over again the next day and the next day un-

til we were bored with it and moved on to something else.

We loved to help our mom in the kitchen making 

“real” food as well. She liked to make fudge candy, which 

we enjoyed as well, and sometimes she would stir in wal-

nuts as it was cooling. We always had lots of walnuts to 

use for cooking or to just crack open for a snack. My three 

brothers would take the horse-drawn box wagon over to 

“Walnut Hollow,” a grove of walnut trees located in a 

nearby pasture, and pick up enough walnuts to keep us 

supplied for several years. They usually went on a Sunday 

afternoon. They picked up the walnuts, filled their buck-

ets, and then dumped them into the wagon. It would take 

them all afternoon. 

Lloyd said they spread them out to enable the green 

hull to dry and turn brown. This made it easier to remove 

the hull, and then we could crack them and enjoy the deli-
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Place the sugar, cream, chocolate, salt and corn syrup in the black skillet over a medium hot flame. It will melt slowly and 

begin to slowly bubble. Put the candy thermometer in the pan and let it get to 236 degrees. Remember, don’t rush it! It 

takes a while for the fudge to get to the right temperature. At 236 degrees, take it off the fire and drop in the butter but 

don’t mix it in yet. Let it cool down to 110 degrees and then add the vanilla and beat it long and hard until it is not shiny 

anymore. It helps to have a lot of helpers to beat it if you get tired. Pour it into the buttered dish and cut lightly in the top 

but don’t cut it into pieces until it has cooled.

Greatgranny 
Katherine’s Fudge
by Katherine (Katie) Drisko

My Granny, named Louise, 
remembers when she was a 
little girl, her mother, Kaather-
ine, would have “fudge day.” 
They would get the big black 
skillet and make the fire hot 
in the stove. Then her mother, 
Katherine, would get the fresh 
cream, skimmed right off the top 
of the milk, and the fresh butter 
that they had made themselves. 
They would put all of this and 
some sugar and chocolate and 
other things in the skillet and 
cook it slowly until they had the 
best fudge.

1 big black iron skillet, rubbed with butter

candy thermometer

1 buttered dish to pour the cooked fudge in

2 cups of sugar

8 oz of cream

8 oz of baker’s chocolate

dash of salt

1 teaspoon light corn syrup

2 tablespoons butter

1 teaspoon vanilla

Ingredients
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cious nut meat. They removed the dried hull by hand and 

also used the corn sheller. This worked fairly well but did 

crack some of the nuts. I remember using an old flat iron 

that Mother used to iron our clothes. I’d turn it over; lay 

the walnut on the flat surface, holding it, of course with my 

fingers to keep it on the iron. “Astute observation” of our 

fingers was necessary to keep from whacking them with 

the hammer. 

In later years, planes spraying for weeds killed most, 

if not all the trees. A friend recently told Don that Paxico is 

once again full of walnut trees and that people are fussing 

about the nuts being everywhere on the ground. He con-

cluded that “life changes but you cannot fool with Mother 

Nature.”   

Most of the “adventures” I remember involved the 

“threesome” – Don, Betty, and me. One time, we set off 

on one of our adventures around the farm, probably on our 

way down to Dog Creek. As we walked by the hen house, 

we noticed an opossum lying on the left side of the path. 

He was stiff and cold. After much discussion, we deter-

mined that he was playing “possum.” We turned him over 

with our feet, hollered loudly at him, and even poked him 

with a stick. No response, so we decided that this one was 

truly dead and went on our way down the path with a plan 

to bury him on our way back home. We were extremely 

surprised on our return to find that he was gone. He sure 

did a good job of fooling us. When threatened or harmed, 

they really do “play possum,” mimicking the appearance 

and smell of a sick or dead animal. Its lips are drawn back, 

the teeth are bared, saliva forms around the mouth, the 

eyes close or half-close, and a foul-smelling fluid is se-

creted from the anal glands. The stiff, curled form can be 

prodded, turned over, and even carried away without re-
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action. Predators find “the kill” part of the stimulus to eat; 

therefore, an inert opossum does nothing to excite their 

appetite, and they will leave it alone. Somehow, the opos-

sum’s body knows when the danger has passed, and the 

opossum “comes to” between a period of forty minutes 

and four hours. Nature’s mystery.   

The farmyard held unlimited 

adventures for fun, especially in the 

granary building that held wheat, 

oats, barley, and corn. There was a 

driveway through the building sepa-

rating the corn crib from the barley, 

wheat, and oat storage bins. Don 

said they would drive the old Model Ford or horses and 

a box wagon through the driveway loading or unloading 

the grain into or out of these bins. He well remembers all 

the dust and poisons to treat the oat seed. He has often 

mused, “It’s a wonder that Jack, Dad, and me did not die 

from respiratory failure from all the stuff we were exposed 

to. We did not know any better and survived anyhow.” 

One of our creative projects was making stilts. This 

was a team effort for the threesome. 

We would go into the granary and 

pick out long hedge apple poles for 

the handles. These poles probably 

were from the hedge apple trees lo-

cated about three-fourths of a mile 

west of our house. It was a thick 

grove. When you cut one off, it 

grew back from the stump as a long 

straight pole. They were cut down, stored in the grana-

ry to dry and then used as fence posts. This wood lasted 

much longer than Oak or other trees. Fortunately for us, 

we found triangle pieces of wood for the footrests because 
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we probably wouldn’t have mastered the saw to cut them. 

We also had old leather strips to attach the foot rest to the 

poles to help keep our feet on the footrests. It was a re-

laxed fit so that the poles would fall loose when we fell. 

First, we measured so the foot rests were equal 

height for each pole. Then, we attached the footrests us-

ing long, strong nails and then attached the leather strips. 

Don probably did the hammering. Once they were done, 

we were ready for action. We could lean the stilts up 

against the building to get on, and then we’d take off. In 

actuality, it wasn’t that easy, so there were many falls, but 

eventually we did master it. We played with it until either 

getting bored with it, or perhaps one of the footrests fell 

off. Good problem solving and good team work! 

Another fun project was turning the corn sheller 

and watching the corn fall off the cob. The corn sheller 

was a free standing, hand operated machine that removed 

individual kernels of corn by pulling the ear through a se-

ries of metal-toothed cylinders which stripped the kernels 

off the cob. The operation of a corn sheller is similar to a 

threshing machine, but with some differences to deal with 

the larger grain size. It was powered by a hand crank; lat-

er models were powered by a tractor, a stationary engine, 

or an electric engine. Whole ears of dried corn were fed 

into the machine and pulled between two toothed-wheels, 

each wheel spinning the opposite direction of the other. 

The teeth pulled the kernels off the cob until there were 

none left. The kernels fell out through a screen into a con-

tainer placed under the machine. Since the cob couldn’t 

pass through the screen, it was ejected out into an await-

ing bushel basket.   

The sheller was in the granary and located close to 

the corn bin, so we had a good supply. It kept our interest 
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until we were ready to go back to the house and have a 

snack or go to the next project of interest.

Of course, the corn had to be picked before it ever 

got shelled. It stood in the field 

as nature gradually made it very 

hard and dry. At that point, it 

was ready for shelling and then 

ready for many uses and products 

such as corn meal, etc. Some-

time between September 1st and 

November 30th, we took a box 

wagon and a team of horses and 

picked it, one ear at a time, and 

threw it in the wagon. The wagon 

had an extra high “side board” on the far side from the 

row where you were working. When you threw the ear, 

you didn’t have to look – it hit the side board, fell into 

the wagon, and you kept moving on to the next stalk. The 

horses were trained to move twenty feet at our commands 

of “giddy-up” and “whoa.” To pick the corn, you had to 

pick it up by the small end, scrape 

the shucks off with a small tool that 

was fitted to your hand called a 

“peg.” Usually, Dad and I worked 

two rows at a time. Since I was so 

small, I got to shuck the row next 

to the wagon. As a result, I some-

times got hit in the head with an 

ear of corn when I did not stay far 

enough ahead or behind Dad. 

When the wagon was full, it 

was taken to the granary and scooped into the corn crib 

with a special type of shovel that worked with ear corn. It 

had a handle like a scoop shovel but was wider and had 

A variation of the corn sheller 
that would have been cranked by 
hand. By C. Ribsam & Son; Henry 
G. Gilbert Nursery and Seed Trade 
Catalog Collection [No restric-
tions], via Wikimedia Commons
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many metal tines about one-half to three-fourths of an inch 

apart. It was probably designed initially for silage made 

from corn and small grain in order to let the water run out 

when you scooped it up. Scoop shovels also worked but 

did not hold as much and did let the ears fall off. 

Lloyd said that when he was old enough to help, he 

worked the first row by the wagon since he was the young-

est and therefore the shortest. Don was working the sec-

ond row and Jack the third. They walked in a staggered 

row to avoid being hit in the head by a flying ear of corn 

from the person behind. Soon, a corn picker was invent-

ed, and Lloyd remembers pulling it behind the tractor. It 

shucked and then shelled the ears of corn, placed the corn 

in the bin, and the cobs were sent flying out the back. Even 

though they were probably not of any nutrient value to the 

next crop, they were left laying on top of the field. They 

deteriorated quickly, especially after being chopped up 

when the field was disked in readiness for the next crop. 

Our favorite place to play was in the barn. The cows 

and horses had stalls on opposite sides of the hay loft, 

and there was something very comfortable about being 

in there. The hay feeder bins were built with nice wide 

boards and made great seats for us to sit and watch our 

Dad and big brother milk the cows by hand – no electric 

milking machines yet! Only the males did the milking. 

The girls were not expected to do that. I tried one time, 

because if they could do it, so could I. It was very hard and 

my hands were not powerful enough, so I stopped without 

regret. Occasionally, they would squirt a stream of milk to 

one of the many eagerly awaiting cats that hung out in the 

barn. They loved it there too. They had plenty of grain to 

eat and a warm place in the winter. 

The best fun was standing on the cross-support, 
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swinging out over the hay loft on a rope, and dropping 

into the hay. We always remembered our mother’s in-

struction, “Be sure the pitch-fork is out of the hay!” 

There was a rock building located further south that 

housed the sheep. There were always huge bumble bees 

flying around protecting their nests that they had bored 

into the wooden support above the entrance. One of our 

favorite games was to swat them with a flat board when 

they darted around our heads. We never got stung, but as 

far as I know, they were quite capable of that.

The pasture, just south of the rock building, was 

where the sheep with their little lambs and the horses spent 

their days. The lambs were very feisty, running around 

with their playmates and stopping occasionally to have yet 

another lunch from their mama. The cows were pastured 

in the east pasture. Sometimes we’d just walk around that 

pasture picking little flowers and exploring the different 

pebbles and rocks, just enjoying nature. Betty and I would 

go out and herd the cows to the barn for milking in the 

evening. When we were probably around ten and twelve 

years old, we’d grab the cows’ tails, and of course, they’d 

start running. Nary a thought did we give to how hard that 

was on their full bag of milk. We’d hang on and run almost 

all the way to the barn behind the cow. Now you know, 

that can be extremely dangerous, and many a disaster was 

prevented by a fast side step and quick release of the tail. 

It’s a wonder we didn’t have butter! 

Another job that fell to the “boys” was to go out 

to the different tree groups and cut wood for the winter 

wood pile. They stacked the logs north of the house and 

then sawed them into sizes that would fit into the stove. 

The saw was big and powerful, and the sawdust flew into 

nice large piles. We spent many an hour playing in that 



35

wonderful sawdust. We’d play house, school, etc. We 

pretended to cook dinner on our little stove and serve it 

on our painted metal dishes, no plastic yet. It was great 

for our imaginations. We even had funerals and buried 

our dolls in the sawdust. Of course, we’d dig them back 

up immediately, brush them off, and take them back in the 

house. What a great way to learn about death and funerals 

and the emotions involved. My grandmother died when I 

was around eight, so maybe that was the basis for that ritu-

al. We certainly experienced death frequently on the farm 

with chickens or other animals dying frequently. 

I remember seeing my mother walking around the 

corner of the house with people I did not know. They 

walked back to the rabbit cage, which was placed up in a 

tree to keep it safe from predators like dogs and coyotes. 

She opened the door and took out a large, white rabbit, 

the couple seemed pleased, took the rabbit, and went 

back around the house. I quickly realized she raised these 

beautiful rabbits to sell. I later learned they were sold for 

breeding and for eating. All part of the normal cycle of life 

experienced on the farm. 

“Wash day” turned into a family affair as the three-

some helped our mother with this task. The Maytag wash-

ing machine was on the front porch right outside the 

kitchen door. She heated the water in a large copper boil-

er, then washed the clothes in the washing machine tub 

of hot water using the soap she had made after the butch-

ering. We turned the handle as she put them through 

the wringer into the rinse water. It was hard to turn, so 

Don probably did most of that task. After a good rinse, 

the clothes went back through the wringer and onto the 

clothesline. They danced around in the sun and breeze 

until they were dry. 
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When I wasn’t tall enough yet to reach the clothes-

line, my job was to hand the wet clothes to Mom. The 

overalls were so heavy that the clothes pins wouldn’t hold 

them, so to keep them from falling to the ground, we 

folded them over the clothesline. In the winter time, the 

clothes hung there until they froze dry. That was a difficult 

and puzzling thing for me. I had a hard time figuring out 

how the freezing temperature could dry the clothes, but it 

did. No computer so I couldn’t get online and read about 

it. 

When I was taller, I would take a basket of lighter 

clothes, tea towels, blouses, etc., out to the clothesline 

and hang them up. The chickens marched around, lifting 

their feet high – one foot at a time, clucking and looking 

for an adventure within the domain of their world. They 

spent a lot of their time picking and searching for small 

pieces of gravel and rocks to put in their gizzard to enable 

digestion of their food, “roaming free,” as the egg cartons 

of today proclaim. I still love the clucking and conversa-

tions of a group of chickens. There was something peace-

ful and grown-up feeling when I was out at the clothesline 

alone. The clothes were gradually dried by the sun and the 

breeze and their fragrance was now one of clean fresh-

ness. I liked removing the clothespins and placing the dry 

clothes in a large bushel basket to transport them into the 

house. The folding and putting away – that was my least 

favorite part.   

At some point, we got a new Maytag with a motor. 

Mother would start the motor with a foot pedal, some-

times having to that several times to get it started. It would 

start with a roar and blue smoke would fly everywhere. 

That was music to our ears; we loved that washer. We real-

ly appreciated the motorized agitator for the washing and 

the wringer for the transfer to the rinse water.
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The three of us – Don, Betty, and I – were very close, 

but there were times when Don got frustrated with Betty 

and me. Sometimes, we would get a case of the giggles. If 

you have ever had the giggles, you know there is no way 

you can stop them at will. Don did not enjoy or appreciate 

our reverie and often tried to get us to stop, even smacking 

us, but that didn’t work and we carried on until the end. I 

don’t know if men experience this phenomena; I‘ve seen 

not a one. It’s something that doesn’t go away with age, 

either. I recently witnessed my two daughters, well into 

their fifties and sixties, having an intense and long last-

ing giggling fit. After about fifteen minutes, they slowed 

down, took a grocery cart, and started shopping, but every 

time they looked at each other, it started again but with 

less intensity. Finally, when they went down different 

aisles and didn’t see each other for a few minutes, it faded 

away. I am eighty-nine years old and still have wonderful 

episodes of laughing if I am with the right people, just like 

when Betty and I were little girls. Sometimes through life, 

it gets you into trouble or causes you embarrassment, but 

mostly it’s a soul cleansing.  

As we got older, we began to spend more time en-

joying Dog Creek. We loved to wade and seine for min-

nows with a seine made from two sticks of wood and a gun-

ny sack. We felt free to invade the granary where the nails, 

hammers, saws, and gunny sacks were kept. We nailed 

the gunny sack to the two sticks, and then two of us would 

lower it into the water to trap the unsuspecting minnows. 

Nothing to do with them, too small to eat and no place to 

fish and use them for bait, so we turned them loose and 

did it again. 

One time we went down to the south end of the farm 

where we liked to play because the creek was wider and 
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shallower. It was hot and dry and the stream was a mere 

trickle. We poked around in the mud and uncovered live 

frogs. We thought we were being their savior by franti-

cally digging them up.  Fortunately for them, we didn’t 

poke and kill of any them. Our big brother, Jack, later told 

us that was how the frogs were surviving the hot weather. 

Here we thought we were rescuing them, but we were ac-

tually unearthing them from their natural air-conditioned 

hiding spot. 

 We played there frequently. I never told anyone, or 

least I don’t think I did, that I would pretend there was a 

little candy shop located in the field by the creek. As we 

walked down to the creek, I’d picture the candy choices 

and what I would get today; of course it was a free shop. 

We knew what our boundaries were; there was a flood 

gate in the creek at the point that separated our place from 

the neighbor’s farm, not that the neighbors would have 

cared.  After a flood, that gate would be filled with logs, 

trash, and debris, but the gate always held. It was made 

of heavy wire with approximately four inch square open-

ings and anchored on each end. We would check out the 

treasures caught by the wire. Usually, there was nothing, 

but one time I found an ornate teaspoon sticking out of a 

bunch of grass and reeds. I claimed it as mine, and I was 

the only one who was allowed to use it. 

When we went swimming, we’d go to a place clos-

er to the house because it was deeper. The banks were 

higher so we could make a slippery-slide by smoothing 

the surface to make it muddy and slippery.  It was hard to 

get all the roots and sticks cleared away. In my memory, 

the bank was steep and a good eight to ten feet high; we 

could slide down the bank and land in the water. Well, 

that wore out swimming suits very quickly, but that wasn’t 

a problem because we made our own anyway. We’d get 
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some fabric from our mother which had been an old dress 

or shirt, and using the foot-pedaled sewing machine, we’d 

have a new suit very quickly. I don’t remember how we did 

that; I know we didn’t have a pattern. That probably made 

Liz Claiborne look like an amateur! 

One of the most fun – and crazy – things we did was 

to ride the one horse drawn buggy down a small hill out in 

the south end of our front yard, without the horse, of course. 

There were two wooden buggy shaves that were attached to 

the harness when the buggy was being pulled by a horse. We’d 

pull the shaves up to use as steering guides, sit on the seat, 

someone would give a push, and off we’d go! We stopped our 

flight by running into the wire fence in front of the hedge row 

at the bottom of the hill. It’s a wonder none of us ever got seri-

ously injured. Our adventures taught us to problem solve and 

take risks, and we lived to tell our children about it while in the 

same breath, warning them to be careful. • 

An example of a horse drawn 
buggy. By Galt Museum & 
Archives on The Commons [No 
restrictions], via Wikimedia 
Commons
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Holidays and harvest times were special on the farm. 

I loved celebrating these special times with my 

family and have vivid memories of the distinctive sights, 

sounds, and smells that accompanied these out of the or-

dinary events.

Like children do, I eagerly awaited my two favorite 

holidays each year, Fourth of July and Christmas. Christ-

mas was the best. Sears Roebuck and Co. always sent their 

Christmas toy catalog early, sometimes as early as Oc-

tober. We spent hours flipping through page by page to 

make our choices. Of course, we didn’t get all of them, 

but pouring over the catalog and marking our wishes was 

half the fun.

We all went to the midnight Mass on Christmas Eve, 

even the youngest children. I remember being so sleepy. I 

would sit at the end of the pew right next to the wall and lean 

my head against it. I don’t know if I fell asleep but it sure 

felt good. When we got home, we all jumped in right into 

bed. I could hear paper rattling, and I knew Mom was put-

ting out the Santa Claus gifts that she “secretly” stashed 

in the large trunk in the dining room closet. We each had a 

stocking hanging in the living area by the Christmas tree. 

We always got an orange and English walnuts. They were 

so good, and we loved them. Our presents were sitting on 

the floor below our stockings. I remember one of my pres-

ents one year was a small cedar chest with a real clasp and 

a lock and key. I put my treasures, special pencils, etc. in 

it. I cherished it for many years. Our Christmas tree was a 

real, live cedar. Our dad and brothers went up in the hills, 

sought out the perfect one, cut it down, and then we dec-

orated it. We had many homemade paper chains and gar-

land along with some store-bought decorations and even 

candles in a holder that clamped on to the branches. Of 
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course, we learned early not to ever light them. 

The Fourth of July meant harvesting hadn’t started 

yet. or if it had, it stopped for that day. It was a day of ex-

citement and celebration. Each of us older kids had our 

own firecrackers to light. They were small, about two 

inches long, and not too powerful, that is, unless you 

didn’t throw it quickly enough. I learned that the hard way 

one time, and only one time. My poor swollen hand was 

covered in painful blood blisters. Luckily, it healed quick-

ly and was soon back to normal. It was a good lesson in 

the importance of focusing and paying careful attention to 

what you are doing. 

Later in the day, we usually went over to Wamego 

for the fireworks show held in the park by the Dutch wind-

mill. Of course, that also meant ice cream cones at the lo-

cal drug store. We really enjoyed the exciting, beautiful 

display. Afterwards, we’d go home exhausted, frequently 

falling asleep on the way. 

Wamego is also where we went throughout the sum-

mer to buy watermelons. It was close to Mill Creek, where 

the surrounding soil on the south side of town was sandy, 

loose, and perfect for watermelons. They were sweet and 

delicious. We kept them down in the cellar so they were 

always cool and ready to enjoy. I remember someone, ei-

ther my parents or big brother Jack cutting them open; it 

was sliced into generous portions and the juice would flow 

as the knife sliced into the bright red fruity flesh. We al-

ways ate it outside so we had great fun spitting the seeds.

Another favorite summertime treat was homemade 

ice cream. It was always a special day when we made it. 

After church, we’d stop in Paxico and go to D. Wilts little 

storage barn to buy a block of ice. He had them packed in 
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straw to prevent them from melting; the reason they didn’t 

melt is beyond me. I wondered where he got the ice and 

was told he went down to Mill Creek and cut blocks of ice 

during the winter. Regardless of where it came from, it 

made us happy. Our mother would mix eggs, milk, cream, 

sugar, vanilla, and other ingredients like strawberries. 

She poured it into the canister which was surrounded by 

salt and ice in the ice cream maker. Adding salt to the ice 

causes freezing-point depression. As the salt melts the 

ice, the heat of fusion allows the ice to absorb heat from 

the ice cream mixture which freezes the ice cream. Jack 

and Don turned the handle to rotate the canister. When 

it finally became thick and difficult to turn, it was done. 

My mom took out the paddle from the canister, and we 

all helped clean it off with a spoon and a taste. Then, we 

wrapped cold, wet burlap sacks around the canister and 

placed it in the cellar to finish the process. After dinner, 

we opened the canister and enjoyed our yummy ice cream. 

It was a good lesson in being accurate in each step, not 

rushing the process, and being patient in order to achieve 

the desired results. 

Summer also meant harvest time. Wheat harvesting 

in Kansas was a major event; it was one of the first crops 

of the year to bring in money to start paying off some of 

the farming debts. The cutting of the wheat usually start-

ed in late June, or after the Fourth of July, depending on 

the weather. Wheat was harvested using a horse drawn 

machine called a wheat binder, manufactured by the Mc-

Cormick Deering Firm probably located in Illinois. The 

binder had a cutter up front like a mowing machine. As the 

wheat stalks were cut, they fell onto a continuous running 

belt and were moved to the back of the machine. The ma-

chine then rolled the wheat into a bundle, wrapped twine 

around it, and tied it into a knot. The mechanism to bun-

By Bengt Oberger (Own work) [CC 
BY-SA 3.0 (http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], 
via Wikimedia Commons



44

A threshing machine in action. 
By Ben Franske (Own work) 
[GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/
copyleft/fdl.html) or CC BY-SA 
4.0-3.0-2.5-2.0-1.0 (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/4.0-3.0-2.5-2.0-1.0)], via 
Wikimedia Commons
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dle, wrap, and tie twine, along with the entire machine, 

was quite an amazing invention for that day and age. 

After this process, the wheat bundles fell out of the 

back of the chute, and then were dumped to the side so 

as not get run over by the next pass of the binder. At this 

point, hired men and neighbors would stack about ten 

bundles, grain side up, to dry. Since my dad raised a con-

siderable amount of wheat, it was an annual summer affair 

to hire people who owned huge wheat threshers powered 

by steam tractors. In later years, they were powered by 

distillate, kerosene, and gasoline. It was also a time when 

Dad hired a lot of transient help, who arrived by stealing 

rides on a freight train. When the threshing machine 

came, the men loaded the wheat bundles on a hay wagon, 

pulled by a team of horses. The men then used their pitch 

forks to toss the bundles into the threshing machine.

This operation involved a very important person -- 

the “water boy”– usually my brother Don. He would drive 

the ‘29 Model A Ford around the field carrying water in 

four glass jugs wrapped in wet burlap to supply the work-

ers with drinking water. The old Ford had seats that fold-

ed double when you pulled the back seats down. Don had 

to fold them down because he was too small to see over 

the dash when he sat on the seat as it was intended. As the 

workers consumed the water, Don would return to the 

well to refill, located in the wheat field down the hill from 

the house and directly on our path to Dog Creek. We 

traveled it often all summer and would stop here for a cold 

refreshing drink. Once the field had been harvested and 

before it was plowed for the next planting, it was full of 

yellowish-beige stubble, a pretty sight to the farmers and 

us kids because at that point, the field became our domain. 

It was perfect for driving. It’s where Don taught Betty and 
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me to drive. It was also perfect for chasing jack rabbits. 

The rabbit, with his long ears and long legs, would dart 

back and forth in front of the car. When he finally found an 

opening, he’d dart off to the side to be safe, at least for the 

moment. I think Don always knew the jack rabbit would 

be the winner and outrun the car. Maybe the rabbit chal-

lenged him and had as much fun as Don did by appearing 

at just the right moment to have a race.

During harvest time one year, on one of Don’s “re-

fill” trips to the well, just as he was pumping the last jug 

full, a jack rabbit jumped out of the stubble and started 

running. Well, that was a race signal, a dare of sorts, that 

couldn’t be ignored. The problem was that Don had been 

drinking. The workers would give him beer even though 

he was only fourteen or fifteen years old, so he hollered at 

Betty to get behind the wheel. He jumped in and started 

guiding her after the jack rabbit. Betty couldn’t reach the 

pedals, the accelerator or the brake, so Don had his foot 

on the accelerator while she steered. The rabbit ran north 

and over the country road which was higher than the wheat 

field. Betty could not reach the brake, and most likely Don 

couldn’t either. The car jumped the gravel road, went air-

borne, and landed on top of the grove of trees just north of 

the road. Fortunately, the trees were small and young and 

gave away enough to slow and stop the car with Betty up 

in the windshield. She came away with some bruises but 

nothing fatal. 

Betty remembers the car swaying back and forth, but 

she doesn’t recall how they got out of the car. The Model 

A also had some bruises but later was wired back together 

and put back in service. Don probably had a few bruises, 

too. He got out of the car, started pacing, and probably 

did a little swearing, likely in fear of the consequences. 

Neither one of them have any memory of what Dad said or 
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did. He probably was very grateful and thanked God that 

his precious children were not killed. 

When harvesting was in full swing and there were 

many workers, we cooked a large noon meal for them. 

Betty and I were our mother’s helpers. We started early 

because it took us all morning to peel potatoes, make a 

large crock of lemonade, and churn the butter. We filled 

the glass bowl with sweet delicious cream and started 

turning the handle. Sometimes it was a rather quick pro-

cess, and other times it seemed to take forever. The happy 

moment was when yellow flakes of butter started to ap-

pear. When it was a large ball of butter, we would separate 

it from the buttermilk, rinse it with water, and add a small 

amount of salt. If we ran out of butter, we would prepare 

oleo margarine by adding a small package of orange color 

to the white oleo margarine. Then, we would stir it until it 

was a smooth yellow and looked like butter. It was rather 

tasty but not completely like butter. The cows were do-

ing a good job but we had a lot of people to feed and for a 

goodly number of days. 

My mom also baked pies. She had a long rolling pin 

and large cutting board to roll out the piecrust dough. 

While she did that, my job was to catch, kill, and de-feath-

er the chickens for the main course. They were kept in the 

hen house so it was easy to catch them, even though they 

were flying around squawking and trying to evade me. I 

would hold their legs and anchor their head between two 

nails on a chunk of wood. After a swift whack of a very 

sharp hatchet on their neck, I tossed them out into the 

grass to complete the bleeding process. This is very im-

portant in all butchering. After that, they were ready for 

de-feathering. I put them in a bucket of hot water for a 

few minutes which made it easier to pull off the feathers; 

sometimes the pin feathers took longer to pull up and out. 
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I did all of this with kindness but little emotion. It was life 

on the farm and all about survival. I was not emotionally 

involved with the chickens. They were not pets.

And so it was with all the animals that provided food 

and income. That put animals in a different perspective. 

I viewed them with awareness and acceptance of the role 

they played in the bigger scheme of things. That was my 

life and that was my job. I was proud to be my mother’s 

helper. It made me feel grown up. I couldn’t kill and 

de-feather chickens now; not even if I was completely in-

different to them. I simply don’t need to; I just go to the 

grocery store and buy whatever I want for dinner.

Sometimes we enjoyed the animals and viewed them 

with warmth, depending on who they were, such as a baby 

calf, a baby lamb, little yellow baby chickens, and even 

baby piglets if they were to separate from their mother. As 

they grew into adults, that warmth shifted to acceptance of 

their adult role. It was different with our two horses; they 

had more personality, and we liked them very much, espe-

cially the grey one, Dick. She was very patient, plodding 

along giving us rides around the pasture, but Old Blue 

was spirited and passive aggressive. She’d resist getting 

the halter on, swinging her head back and forth, giving us 

A butter churn similar to ours. By 
Joe.kacmarynski (Own work) [CC 
BY-SA 3.0 (http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], 
via Wikimedia Commons
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trouble. Finally, once it was on, we’d lead her over to the 

wooden fence, and we’d climb up on the fence to mount. 

Mission accomplished. We rode bareback so we didn’t 

have to struggle with her to put on the saddle. Sometimes 

she’d go between two locust trees in an attempt to scrape 

us off. When we laid down flat, we could stay on her back 

and not get scraped by thorns. After that, she’d calm down; 

we had a spirited but controllable ride. We definitely had 

an understanding between us.

We also loved our dog, Old Shep, very much. The 

horses and Old Shep were in a different category; they 

were not food, and they had personalities and communi-

cated with us. Occasionally, the horses would pull the hay 

rake or machinery to break the crust on the corn field, but 

their income was minimal compared to the tractor. We 

felt so very sad when Old Shep died. We buried him be-

hind the house on the edge of the forest trees with a great 

ceremony. Don dug the grave, and after the burial, we put 

up a cross and a marker. It was planned and conducted to-

tally by the threesome, Don, Betty, and me. 

After I finished the de-feathering, my mother cut the 

chickens up for frying. She was a master at this and taught 

me how to do it. Later in life, I frequently discovered that 

among my adult friends, I was the only one who knew how 

to do this. It was an art probably only passed on in farm 

families. After she cut them up, she covered each piece 

with flour and seasonings. The flour came from the wheat 

that was grown on our farm and taken to Wamego for 

grinding. She then fried them in lard that had been ren-

dered from the pigs that were butchered during the winter 

months. Each skillet’s left-over pieces of chicken were 

made into gravy, again using the same flour. She put the 

flour in the skillet stirring it into the left-over melted lard, 

then added milk – milk that came from the cows strolling 
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around the pasture. I have never since tasted chicken, 

mashed potatoes, and gravy that delicious. 

Everything we made came from the work of our 

hands and the fruit of the land. Everyone had a part to 

play. My mother’s job and our jobs were just as important 

and valued as the workers, my brothers, and our dad. It 

was totally a family event. •
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I loved doing the farm work. Even though I was a girl, it 

was acceptable for me to do about everything I wanted 

to, except milking the cows. It takes a tremendous amount 

of hand muscle strength to accomplish 

a good steady stream of milk until the 

cow’s bag is empty, and I just didn’t have 

it. I usually worked with the horses. I ran 

the rake to scoop the cut hay into the 

back-forklift basket. When it was full, I 

guided the horses to align with the pre-

vious row; when it was just right, I’d use 

my right foot to release the basket. The 

hay would be added to the row, and then 

I went back around again and repeated this process until 

the field was a picture of evenly spaced rows. I loved this 

chore because the sun was always shining and I was out in 

the open field all alone. Sometimes I would sing. I could 

be as loud as I wanted because I was my own audience. I 

felt very confident and liked knowing what to do. I enjoyed 

the power of my right foot as it released the hay! 

I also broke up the dry crust on corn 

rows to make it easier for the corn to grow. 

Summers were hot and dry, and without rain, 

the topsoil became hard, making it very diffi-

cult for the corn to break through. This was 

a low machine with a low seat, pulled behind 

one horse. There was a piece of heavy wood 

and iron that was dragged along behind me, 

heavy enough to break the crust. I enjoyed 

the raking more than this because I was in 

the field southeast of the barn and could see 

my dad and brothers working and the house off in the dis-

tance. The cornfield was down on the other side of the 

creek; I could only see my grandparents’ house. It was 

kind of boring, back and forth, back and forth, and I could 
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only see the progress by looking over to the next finished 

row, not like looking at the entire picture of the raked hay 

field. I felt very lonely and alone, but even so, it had to be 

done, and I never complained. 

When we worked together as a family, Dad and all 

the kids, we did jobs like garden work and digging po-

tatoes. Jack plowed up the potato rows with the tractor 

and plow, then we’d pick up the potatoes, shake off the 

dirt, fill our buckets and dump them in the box wagon. 

The potatoes were stored in the cellar which was located 

under the house. They lasted all winter, and occasional-

ly we’d have to go down and de-sprout them. The garden 

work was planting in the spring. We would help cut up 

the potatoes so that each potato piece had an eye to en-

sure growth. Dad plowed a shallow trench, and we walked 

down the row dropping a cut potato every few inches. We 

then covered them with dirt, and they were ready to start 

the growth process. 

We also helped pick tomatoes. Sometimes, we’d 

butter slices of homemade bread, go to the garden, and 

pick tomatoes to make a delicious sandwich. I don’t know 

if we washed them or not, but no chemical fertilizers so no 

poison – just dirt. There was a well nearby with a pump so 

maybe we did. Picking the pea pods and eating the tiny, 

sweet peas was another favorite treat. It was a big and in-

teresting garden – fun to spend time there to harvest and 

to go there when we were hungry. 

The farm held unlimited lessons for us. It’s where 

we learned about reproduction, birth, death, and the var-

ious procedures that regulated this entire process. Some 

of it was physically painful for the animals, and some not. 

For example, shearing the wool from the sheep was fright-

ening but not painful unless the shearer accidently nicked 
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the skin with the shears. They were extremely skillful, so 

very rarely was there bleeding, but even when there was, it 

was only minimal amounts. Even a small nick can be hurt-

ful and frightening, though. 

We used to sit on the barnyard fence railing and 

watch the shearers at work. The sheep were fed into the 

chute one at a time. A sheep is helpless when on their back 

and cannot resist or get up, so one of the men would grab 

the ewes and flip them over; the shearer would immedi-

ately start shearing and the wool would fall quickly to the 

ground. It was entertaining to watch the ewes become 

undressed and the pile of wool grow higher and higher. 

When the sheep were released, they would run quick as 

lightening to escape. The shearers would buy the wool 

that same day, drive on down the road to other farms with 

sheep, and without fail, they would return the next spring. 

It was always an exciting day. 

We also sat on that same fence to watch them cas-

trate the young male pigs. Castrating the young male 

pigs was not exciting in any way. We understood what 

they were doing and the rationale – this was survival. Get-

ting the pigs fattened and ready for market was a part of 

making a living to support our family. My brother Lloyd 

helped me to further understand this procedure. He ex-

plained that the farm only needs one boar pig to prevent 

conflict among the boars, and one boar is enough to im-

pregnate the female pigs. In addition, the meat of the boar 

pig has a repugnant odor and is not enticing to eat. After 

the castration, in three or four months, the stench disap-

pears and the meat is more desirable. 

Once again, the chute was used to regulate the flow 

of the poor innocent pigs. They were fairly easy to han-

dle because they weren’t that large yet. The person doing 

“the surgical removal of the testicles” was my dad. If this 
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is too much detail for you, just turn the page. Anyway, the 

pigs squealed like “a stuck hog,” which is, in fact, what 

they were. That’s usually the part when I left, running to 

the house to seek the reassurance of my mother that this 

indeed was a necessary thing to do. The men would “sau-

té” the removed organs and professed to enjoy the tasty 

morsel. Not me, I never tasted them. 

We also learned about birth and death in the barn-

yard. I remember walking by the barn and seeing a calf 

partially born. We watched for a while and then went on 

about our adventure. When we returned later, the calf 

was born and the mother cow was licking it with her large 

and strong tongue. We saw pink, newly born baby pigs 

and watched them suckle their precious mama’s milk. Our beloved barn. The barnyard is 
empty, the railing fence is gone, 
and there doesn’t appear to be 
any life inside or out—not even 
birds flying around, but it doesn’t 
look sad or lonesome. It looks 
content, like it did a good job and 
now is retired.
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She’d lie on her side and the babies would line up, side by 

side. There were enough teats for each one to have their 

own without sharing. They were so very cute but we also 

learned about danger, decision making, and being aware 

of our environment, so we never picked up one of these 

cute baby pigs, and we never went near or in the boar pig’s 

pen. 

My brother Lloyd tells the following tale of how aggres-

sive the mother sow can become when protecting her babies:

This is about an old sow that was due to have her 

piglets anytime. It was probably around mid-March, 

and we had a light snow the same night that she decid-

ed her pen in the small shed was not a suitable place to 

give birth to her litter. She lifted the small gate on her 

shed right off the posts and started her search for a place 

that better suited her. First, she came to the house and 

circled around where it was quite thickly covered with 

brush. She proceeded to gather weeds and small trees or 

twigs into a round pile for a nest. Sometime during this 

operation, she decided to abandon this site and headed 

southwest on our farm property. She managed to break 

through several fences during the night, traveling at one 

point nearly half a mile from the house. Apparently, she 

couldn’t seem to find a place that suited her, so she re-

mained on the move. 

By that point, it was daylight and the family was 

waking up to have breakfast and start the day. As it was 

my duty to water and feed the sows that we penned up to 

have their piglets, I was the one who discovered that she 

had broken out. I alerted dad right away, and everyone 

was worried about the hog and maybe her piglets, so the 

search started in earnest. The older boys soon found her 

tracks in the light snow and started to follow them while 
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I tagged along behind. She moved around a lot and at 

one point crossed Dog Creek and then crossed back. She 

then entered the cow pasture which was southeast of the 

house and barn. 

After probably three or more hours, we found her in 

the straw stack which was created by running the thresh-

ing machine the previous summer. She had burrowed out 

a space large enough for her to move about some. When 

we got there, she had given birth to thirteen piglets and 

was quite vicious. She actually ran us off. This is normal 

at birthing time so we left her there as per her request. 

The meanness was probably also due to the fact that she 

likely had to fight off coyotes who could smell the new 

babies from quite a distance. I’m sure the coyotes thought 

they were going to have a feast. Wrong. 

Conferring with dad, we borrowed three washtubs 

from mom and took along a gunnysack and a couple of 

large sticks. Then four or five of us returned to the straw 

stack where the old pig had made her nest. We needed 

her away from the nest and the thirteen piglets so we 

could put the little ones in the sack for transport to the 

safer confines of the shed. She came right out to challenge 

us and separated herself from the piglets. This allowed 

one or two of us to sack up the piglets, then maneuver 

away from the stack while three others kept the mother 

pig occupied. The people with the washtubs turned them 

upside down and then faced her in a circle. When she 

rushed them to scare them away, they would brace and 

she would rush right into the tubs. She did it over and 

over again until she soon exhausted and calmed down, 

which made her easier to be driven. At that point, the per-

son carrying the piglets led the march for home, and she 

obediently followed because she could hear her calling 

little pigs. She eventually realized we were trying to help 

and was easily driven the rest of the way home. When we 
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arrived at the shed from which she started, the little ones 

were placed in the shed. She then moved back in willing-

ly and a reunion of sorts was held. After a few hours, 

they settled into being pig and piglets and the farm rou-

tine got back to normal.

Animals’ instincts are real and powerful. We learned 

not to mess with them. When close to the area of the boar 

pen, we could feel the danger of his power, so we very 

wisely stayed away from his pen. Don tells the following 

story about his encounter with the old boar hog:

Dad was always trying to obtain large hogs to 

breed for the market in Topeka, Kansas and Kansas 

City, Missouri. As a result, he purchased a very large hog 

who must have weighed well over four hundred pounds. 

On this day, the boar hog broke out of the pen and took 

all the female sows with him. They holed up in a corn-

field about a half mile from the pen. Between all of the 

hogs, they destroyed two or three acres of green corn by 

rooting the ground and smashing the corn stalks down 

to eat. 

This was near “Dog Creek,” and for some un-

known reason on that day, my sister Betty and I were 

across the creek from all the hogs. We were very young 

and certainly had no business being there. The old male 

boar hog started to chase us, but fortunately for us, we 

climbed a nearby tree. In all probability, that tree saved 

us from being injured or killed because that hog was 

mean and vicious. I do not know why Dad showed up on 

the scene with a double-barreled shot gun. Most likely, 

he was summoned by brothers Lloyd and Norman who 

were also in the general vicinity. The boar hog started 

to attack Dad, and at that’s when Dad shot him on the 

side of his head in a glancing blow. The boar hog did not 
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like that one bit and turned and ran, at which time Dad 

shot him again in the rear end. After that second shot, the 

boar hog decided he had had enough of that shot gun. 

He took off for the pen in the barnyard and was locked 

up, never to escape again. The female sows were herded 

out of the cornfield and also returned to their pen. This 

was a happy ending to a very exciting episode, particu-

larly to the two of us. 

Don’s son, Mike, who lives in Warner Robins, 

Georgia, now owns my dad’s shotgun that saved Don’s 

life. Only a single barrel works, but what a memento!

Just as castrating the pigs was part of the normal way 

of life, so was butchering them so that we had food to sus-

tain us through the winter. Butchering was always a good 

time. Neighbors would come over to help, making it more 

of a social gathering than work. It was probably October 

because I well remember that it usually was wet and chilly. 

The pigs were skinned with the fat left intact. This 

was the part that was later rendered to separate the skin 

(called “cracklins” after the cooking process) from the 

fat. This was done in a large black kettle over a fire. I re-

member my mother stirring the kettle contents with a long 

stick, and steam rising from the kettle. When the crack-

lins were cooked and the fat was released from the skin, 

they were scooped out and put in into the tub of the hand 

operated lard and sausage press. The drain spout at the 

bottom of the press allowed the lard to drain into sepa-

rate containers. When cooled, the lard was stored in crock 

jars. This fat was now beautiful lard that would probably 

last all winter. It was used to make pie crusts, fry foods 

such as potatoes, chicken, meat, etc. 

The men would cut up the meat, grind some into 
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sausages and cut some into hams. The sausage meat was 

cut into small chunks and then ground-up with a hand 

driven grinder. That meant the brothers did the turning; 

hopefully some of the adult men also helped. Later we had 

a motor-driven grinder and that was better. The meat was 

then placed in the tub of the press; a round plate would be 

placed on top of the meat which helped to force the meat 

out of the spout. With a turn of the handle, the meat was 

forced out the spout and into a casing. Someone would 

manage that flow, and when the casing was long enough, 

probably two to three feet, the casing would be twisted 

and cut. Then, a new link would be started. 

The next step was smoking the meat in the smoke-

house. It had a small, high window at the front and at the 

back of the structure, enabling the smoke to flow through 

the building and to reach each link. A small fire was built 

on the floor with hickory wood. The rafters holding the 

sausage links were built close to the ceiling and spaced 

about a foot apart. The door was closed; the smoke flowed 

out both windows and all was well. I think that process 

lasted overnight. Because we didn’t have refrigeration, my 

mother would cut the sausage links into small sausages and 

can it in fruit jars. While 

the sausage was smoking, 

the hams were packed in 

salt in used oak barrels to 

preserve and cure. When 

they were cured, it was 

mighty fine eating! At the 

end of the winter, when 

the hams were all eaten, 

the salt would be very hard. It was placed in the barnyard 

for the animals to lick. Salt seemed to be missing in their 

diet; even today placing hard blocks of salt in their pens is 

common practice. Some land owners also place it out on 

In June 2012, Don, Liz, and I were on our way to Paxico and stopped 
at the homestead. Only a few structures were still standing. The smoke 
house was still there and looking good for its age.
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the edge of trees for the deer. 

When all the hams were eaten, it was Don’s job to 

transport the salt to the barnyard. Everyone was always 

sad when eating the last ham because we knew it would 

be late that next Fall before we had more. One time, to 

his surprise, Don found one more ham in the bottom of 

one barrel. It was such a happy surprise. The family was 

joyous! 

The experiential learning went on and on and prob-

ably continued until we moved away. We saw death as a 

part of the balance of farm life – a cow would die, and that 

became a feast for the pigs. Hens, baby chickens, sheep, 

and sometimes baby pigs would die, too, but there was 

also survival of new life, and life went on. The cycle would 

then repeat. It was observed and taken in as learning with 

some degree of emotion, but mostly with interested ob-

servation and curiosity. 

We learned about animals, but we also learned 

about the forces of Mother Nature. We watched many a 

tornado come over the hills. Tornados were a common oc-

currence on the Kansas prairie. Sometimes, they touched 

down, or sometimes, they dissipated or veered off in a dif-

ferent direction. On one occasion, there were numerous 

miniature twisters up in the sky. Mother, Betty, and I were 

watching the storm activity and walked down closer to my 

grandparents’ house so we could see the barn and silo 

located on the southern part of the farm. Dad, Jack, and 

Don were in the barn grinding grain to feed the animals. 

What we most feared suddenly happened – a large, black, 

furious twister came over the hills and hit the barn, almost 

with no warning. We saw tin sheets from the barn fly high 

up in the sky, and then almost as quickly as the twister had 

descended, it disappeared. 
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We took off running very much afraid of what we 

would find. Amazingly, Dad and the boys were alive and 

on their feet. Don said they could hear the roar over the 

sound of the tractor. Dad started screaming for them to 

grab a tree and hang on, and in Don’s words, “We did.” 

He relates the following story:

We would have been safer in the creek, but when 

you can see and hear a tornado, you only have a few sec-

onds for a decision and to run somewhere. I can still hear 

that roar and I remember the three of us running north 

about two hundred yards, jumping in a dry ditch to get 

out of the path. The tornado sucked up that very large 

hay barn and sheets of tin went straight up for thou-

sands of feet until they were just tiny specks in the sky. If 

that tornado had been a hundred yards further north, it 

would’ve taken down the silo and dumped it right on top 

of the three of us. 

When it was over, a Model A Ford in the barn had 

a cracked windshield and that was all. The John Deere 

tractor was not damaged in the least and was still sitting 

there running. The next thing I remember was you, Mom, 

and Betty running across the field to see if we were still 

alive. Funny how I can remember the details and the 

roar of years ago like it was yesterday and sometimes 

now can’t remember where I put my keys. 

I concur with Don. Many of the sights and sounds 

of my childhood are as real in the present moment as they 

were eighty years ago. It is amazing how you can still re-

live these moments from long ago with such clarity. Look-

ing back reminds me of how influential the experiences 

of farm life really were in shaping who I became. I am so 

grateful to have grown up there. •
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When I was ready to enter the eighth grade, my 

mom sent me to Newbury School. Her ratio-

nale was that it would help me transition to high school by 

spending the year getting to know the classmates I would 

be with the next year. She very wisely knew the adjustment 

would be easier in the eighth grade than as a freshman in 

high school. She was absolutely right, but it was a hard 

year. There were about twenty students in the eighth 

grade, and I was used to three! The teacher, Sister Cath-

erine, was a Benedictine nun and wore a black habit. She 

would flip her veil back over her shoulder when it intruded 

her space. I was in total awe of her. 

I soon became aware that she was treating me just 

like everyone else. Any notion of being “special” as a new 

student wore off very quickly. This was all business. My 

teachers at Dist. 37 were lay teachers who would bring us 

treats and play games and do crafts. We certainly learned 

also, but they had much smaller classes. This was a totally 

different environment. Also, eighth graders were thirteen 

and fourteen years old, noticing each other and getting 

more interested in flirting, so this really was a different 

environment from my beloved one room schoolhouse. 

During that year, I took piano lessons from one of 

the other sisters. Every Thursday during the lunch period, 

I would go over to their house adjacent to the school for 

my lesson. To pay for the lesson, I took a bottle of milk to 

them Monday through Friday. Sometimes, I would forget 

to take it. I never got scolded, but I felt really, really awful. 

There was a delightful, cute girl who everyone de-

sired to be a friend with. At first, I made the grade. At 

some point, however, she accused me of saying something 

about something or someone, the details I do not remem-

ber. I don’t think I even knew the details then. All I knew 

Chapter 7

Newbury 
School and 
Growing Up
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8th grade graduation photo. I 
was wearing my new hat and new 
rose colored dress—I loved that 
dress!
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at that moment and remember even now is the emotional 

pain it caused. I was rejected! No longer one of the elite 

group! Well, one does survive, and I made other friends. I 

never did become friends with her again, not even in high 

school, but it no longer mattered; she was just one of the 

gang in high school and her prestige faded into the back-

ground.

It was a fruitful year filled with struggles and tri-

umphs. There were many times when I felt comfortable 

and confident, with much positive learning. In later years, 

I understood with gratitude the wisdom of my mother’s 

decision.  

The summer after I graduated eighth grade was 

punctuated with near tragedy. It was 1941, and I was thir-

teen, going on fourteen. Don, Betty, Lloyd, and I hopped 

in our 1929, green Model A Ford and drove down through 

the pasture to our favorite place to play in Dog Creek. The 

water was shallow and clear enough to show all the rocks, 

tadpoles, frogs, and minnows. It was a warm, sunny day, 

great for playing in the water. When it was time to go back 

up to the house, I wanted to drive, so I took off racing Don 

to the driver’s seat. I jumped in, put it in reverse, started 

the car, and backed up. Lloyd, who was ten at the time, 

jumped on the running board, but as I backed up, he fell 

off, and I ran over him, breaking his leg.

It was such a frightening moment for all of us. I don’t 

even remember what happened next. Over the years, the 

details have gradually been pieced together by my sib-

lings’ various accounts of that horrible day. Don was the 

one who went for help. He drove the old Ford to Sam 

Clothier’s house to call for help, as our parents weren’t 

home. A little while later, he arrived back at Dog Creek 
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with a strange car following him – it was Dr. McKnight 

from Alma, a neighboring town. He gave Lloyd a shot of 

something to ease his pain and then asked for a board to 

use to straighten Lloyd’s leg out on. I jumped the fence 

and ran into the shed, but all I could find was a board par-

tially coated with pig-dung. Dr. McKnight used it anyway 

and taped Lloyd’s leg to it after he straightened it out. I 

can’t imagine how painful that must’ve been for my little 

brother. 

By that time, Frank Zeller drove up in his brand new 

1941 Chevrolet four-door sedan. Lloyd barely fit in the 

back seat all stretched out, but somehow, they got him in 

and Frank sped away to the Wamego Hospital. Our par-

ents just happened to be in Wamego, driving Jack’s 1929 

Chevrolet one ton truck, loading up on wheat flour. We 

had no way to contact them, but luckily, they met Frank’s 

car on the way. Frank was able to flag them down, and 

Mom got in the car so she could ride to the hospital with 

Lloyd. He ended up in traction for two weeks and in a full 

cast for six more months. He was in the hospital almost the 

entire rest of the summer.

I was devastated. I felt terribly guilty and thought 

the whole county was talking about me behind my back. I 

thought my mother was disappointed in me, although she 

never said or did anything to give me that impression, and 

I was convinced that Lloyd would never forgive me. It was 

an awful summer for me, for Lloyd, for all of us. He was 

miserable being confined to a bed all summer in the sti-

fling heat. He talked later about how excruciating it was to 

be in a cast and not be able to scratch his leg. My parents 

drove back and forth frequently to be with him, but it was 

harvest time, so even that was difficult to do amid the many 

hours of farm work required during that time.
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And it was all because of me. I harbored those feel-

ings of shame and guilt for a very long time afterward. It 

was difficult to get over it because it would get brought 

back up. That September, when I started high school, we 

had a get acquainted social during the first week at one of 

the older girl’s home. We sat in a circle and played a game 

where the older students asked the freshmen questions. 

We had to answer “yes” or “no.” Wouldn’t you know it, 

a senior asked me, “Did you run over your brother this 

summer?” I was so embarrassed! Even at family gather-

ings throughout the years, when the story came up, I con-

tinued to feel such terrible guilt. I often thought about 

it with such regret, and I would remember, with a cold 

shudder, how frightening it was and how much worse it 

could’ve been.

I know now that it was a matter of very poor judg-

ment – blame it on the teenage brain. I should not have 

been so competitive to race Don to get to the driver’s seat, 

and I should have been far more careful when backing up. 

I didn’t know it at the time, but Lloyd revealed later that 

the only reason he jumped on the running board was be-

cause he was afraid of getting left behind. He didn’t want to 

have to walk back through the pasture because the old buck 

sheep would chase him and butt him. That made me feel 

even worse, but recently, Lloyd wrote me a letter in which 

he absolved me from any feelings of guilt. He said he never 

had blamed me for any of it and that he believed it was all 

part of God’s plan to prompt me to go on and become a 

nurse. Maybe he’s right about that. I don’t know. What I do 

know is that I have finally put it in perspective and forgiven 

myself. I thank God that it wasn’t more serious and my heart 

is so grateful for the wonderful brother and person Lloyd is 

and for his presence in my life. I am so glad he’s here with 

us and that he finally dominated the old buck sheep.  •



68



69

After one year at Newbury, it was off to four years at 

Paxico High School, home of the orange and black 

Paxico Pirates. There were twenty-nine students, and I 

had the chance to meet new people. I believe I was of av-

erage intelligence, but still mentally placed myself in the 

lower part of the upper echelon of the class, that is the top 

one-third. My first year went fairly well; I jockeyed my po-

sition in the class, at least in my own mind and to my own 

satisfaction. I had good, loyal friends who were fun to be 

around. We’d go to dances in McFarland at the Modock 

Hall. Don drove us to school, we took sack lunches, and 

for the most part, enjoyed school. We had classes, study 

hall, no homework, and no extracurricular sports activi-

ties except for basketball for the boys and Pep Club for 

the girls.  

I was not particularly academically productive for 

the most part of those four years, but one male teacher, 

Mr. Paul Wurtz, respond-

ed to me the same way my 

first-grade teacher, Miss 

Edna, did. He let me know 

that I could do whatever I 

chose in life. I felt encour-

aged and inspired, and 

by my senior year, I even 

thought about more edu-

cation after high school. He was my favorite teacher and 

loved by many. He taught for thirty-five years at Paxico 

High. He truly had a profound impact on my life. 

When Betty and I were fifteen and sixteen, we want-

ed money for clothes, so we worked for Gideon’s in the 

fall right before Thanksgiving helping to de-feather tur-

keys. The adults would dip them in hot water and hang 

them up by their feet, and we would strip off the feathers. 

Chapter 8

High School, 
Work, 
Boyfriends, 
and 
Telephones

My teacher, Mr. Paul Wurtz
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We wore gloves, high-top boots, warm clothes, and I re-

member working hard but also laughing a lot. We didn’t 

mind the job because we thought we were getting good 

money and we had fun. 

In the fall of the next year, we went to Topeka and 

worked on the weekends as waitresses at a cafeteria, Jim-

my Knight’s restaurant, and various other restaurants that 

needed help. We’d go to Eddie Meinhardt’s filling station 

in downtown Paxico to catch a ride to Topeka with the 

bread truck or some person delivering products to the 

Glotzbach or Werner grocery stores. We never had to 

wait long, and I don’t remember any time we weren’t suc-

cessful hitching a ride. Can you believe we did that with-

out any concern for safety! But there was no concern from 

the adults either. My dad and several other dads would be 

in the filling station catching up on the local news. No one 

seemed to worry. Those were the days. We worked Sat-

urday, spent Saturday night with a family that had lived in 

Paxico and moved to Topeka, worked Sunday, returned 

home Sunday evening, went to school all week, and then 

worked again the next weekend. We loved having spend-

ing money. 

One summer, I worked as a nurse’s aide at the SBA 

Hospital located on the western edge of Topeka. My job 

was to take care of the children after a tonsillectomy when 

they came out of the operating room. They were still 

asleep, smelled awful from the ether, and when they re-

sponded, they’d throw up and cry. I was supposed to make 

sure they didn’t swallow their tongue or aspirate their 

“emesis.” My equipment was an emesis basin and tongue 

blades. Of course, I didn’t know all that terminology then, 

or the tremendous responsibility that had been given to 

me. I was only sixteen years old! 
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When the children were fully awake, we were sup-

posed to give them ice cream. What do you think hap-

pened? You’re right, I had more to clean up. I can still 

remember that smell. Needless to say, I was introduced to 

the nurse’s world. I remember one little boy had a circum-

cision as well as the tonsillectomy. He cried, “Mama, my 

pee-pee hurts, my throat hurts.” I remember being angry 

about that – why did they have to do them both at the same 

time?

After a while, I had enough and asked for a different 

job. I was moved to the laundry. I worked with fun ladies, 

folding the sheets as they came out of the roller ironers. 

It was less responsibility and I was happy there, plus it 

would soon be time to go back to school anyway. I have 

fond memories of my time there. Several teenage employ-

ees lived on the top floor of the hospital. There was an 

open-air balcony adjacent to our rooms, so to get some re-

lief from the stuffy, un-airconditioned inside, we’d move 

our beds out on the balcony and sleep under the stars. It 

was wonderful. I was paid $75.00 a month plus room and 

board. I went home with a lot of money, new clothes, and a 

wealth of experience. I had a birthday while I was away – I 

turned seventeen.

Sometime earlier in that summer, probably in June, 

I had ingrown hairs in both my underarms that became 

infected. My aunt Charlotte’s sister, Lucy Roggee, was a 

nurse in the operating room. I think she must have kept an 

eye on me because she scheduled me for surgery and had 

them lanced and drained quick as a wink. Recently, my 

friend Betty Jane Crews Wilson told me a story that I had 

totally forgotten. She was working at the SBA that summer 

also and asked to watch my surgery. She was given permis-

sion to do just that, but when all was ready for action, Betty 

Jane passed out cold and missed the whole show!
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At another time, I think it was before I started in the 

laundry, I had a pain in my right side that persisted. I told 

Nurse Lucy and they decided I had appendicitis. I wonder 

if they even did a white count. If they did, I wouldn’t have 

known it. Perhaps based on the presenting symptoms, 

I was whisked off to surgery and had an appendectomy. 

Later when I was in bed in the ward, my mom walked in. 

I don’t know if they even called her before the surgery. 

They probably did, but everyone trusted Nurse Lucy’s 

judgment. They did what they thought was essential, or 

they wouldn’t have done it. That I know. And as I traveled 

through the world, I never had to worry about appendici-

tis. 

Just like teenagers of today, we dated in high school. 

It was common to go on different dates with multiple peo-

ple, and it was sometimes the norm to date one person 

exclusively – a steady. I had several “steadies” throughout 

the years. Times were different, and expectations were 

different. There was no pressure for sex, partially due to 

the strong Catholic upbringing we had—wdidn’t want to 

go to Hell!— but also due to the societal standards of the 

day. It just wasn’t what you did, and that made life so much 

easier. My heart goes out to the men and women of today, 

young and old, who are living with a much different set 

of pressures and expectations, standards that have been 

turned upside down. 

My mother had this way about her of saying just a 

few words to let me know she had concerns, but she never 

forbad me to date anyone in particular or told me I abso-

lutely could not go somewhere or do something. She nev-

er said, “Be home at 11:00 or 12:00,” but I knew that was 

expected, so I did it. On Saturday mornings, Betty and I 

would help Mom do the ironing. This was a special time. 

We’d talk and laugh about our week and tell her about our 
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various boyfriends. In her way, she’d let us know, “You 

probably shouldn’t have done that,” or she would suggest 

other ways to deal with situations. I loved that time every 

week with her and my sister.  

My boyfriends were nice and fun, but none were 

ever very exciting to me until I met an extremely hand-

some young man my junior year. He was a senior and lived 

in the nearby town of Maple Hill. He was also a Protestant. 

That might not seem significant, but it was 1944, and like 

I said, I grew up in a very strong Catholic family and com-

munity. Catholics didn’t date, and certainly did not marry, 

Protestants. Again, my mother in her gentle way, voiced 

her concern but never said I couldn’t see him. Thank 

goodness, because he was a “first love.”

We had many, special times together. He graduated 

a year before I did and went to the Navy. He came home 

for leave during my senior year for an entire week, and my 

mother let me skip school the whole time so I could be 

with him. It was war time – I can’t imagine she would have 

given me permission to skip a week of school if the world 

was not plunged in the ravages of  World War Two. War 

time makes people act and think differently. My teachers 

were even fine with me missing school, all that is, but one, 

Miss Plaster. She was my typing teacher, and she ended up 

giving me an F! Of course, I did my best to talk her out of 

it, but she would not budge, “War or no war, you missed 

class all week!” In the end, it didn’t alter the course of my 

life; it just wounded my pride. I actually turned out to be a 

fast and accurate typist, which was a good thing because it 

was decades before the computer was invented and I had 

to type many a paper before I graduated from college.   

That boyfriend and I didn’t last, but I will always 

remember him as my first true love. Ankush Bahuguna 

My first love
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writes about why we never really get over our first loves. 

He says that while time may be long gone, it remains fresh 

in memory and probably always will. Years pass and you 

think you’ve moved on, when suddenly, he or she flash-

es across your mind, vividly, like it was yesterday. That’s 

when you realize that his or her presence has been linger-

ing somewhere in your mind all this time. An older, gray 

haired lady once told me that even when you are sitting in 

a rocking chair in a nursing home you will still remember.  

Personally, I think the value of a “first love” is that it 

better prepares you for a more mature relationship later. 

As you reflect on some of the things that happened with 

your first love, you can process it and think about differ-

ent ways to respond to similar situations in the present 

or future. First love is driven by feelings, and feelings do 

not direct our lives. Behavior directs our lives, and we are 

very much in charge of our behavior. I don’t think it really 

matters much whether we do or do not “get over” our first 

loves. It’s a pleasant memory, and that’s all it needs to be.     

Like teenagers of today, we communicated with 

our boyfriends over the phone, but unlike today, we ac-

tually spoke with them. Even so, the conversations were 

usually brief, just to make arrangements or plans. This 

was probably due to the fact there was little if any privacy 

when talking on the phone. We had a landline telephone 

in which each phone was connected by a set of dedicat-

ed wires to a local switch board. The person initiating the 

call would lift the receiver, then turn the handle on the 

right side to contact the operator at a manually operated, 

centrally located switchboard. The Central Office, as we 

called it, was located in the heart of Paxico. The opera-

tor would plug the calls into the switchboard, and unplug 

them when the call was completed. You didn’t need to 

read the local newspaper; all you had to do was visit with 
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the operator to find out the latest scoop around town. 

We were on a party line so each neighbor had a spe-

cific number of rings. That meant we all heard the ring for 

all the neighbors’ incoming and even outgoing calls. Our 

signal was two rings. Once you answered the call, after a 

brief moment, you usually heard a click once, twice, even 

three times or more, indicating that the neighbors were 

listening in. When we were teenagers, we sometimes lift-

ed the receiver to listen in, but it was usually not of much 

interest to us. When we were talking to our boyfriends or 

friends, we would have to be very careful about what we 

said. Kids today have no idea! •
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With excitement and wonderment, I walked my path on to young adulthood. As I said good-bye to my childhood, 

I left much behind, but I took with me my basic foundation of values and beliefs. I was ready for the new ad-

venture of adulthood with greater responsibility and more freedom. I was excited for all the possibilities that lay ahead 

and ready to undertake new challenges and opportunities. It was thrilling not to know where my path would lead – the 

unknown was calling, and I couldn’t wait to get started. My path continues in my next volume. Stories of college, multiple 

careers, marriage, parenting, family and much more -- my path in life is still unfolding as I write. Who knows where it 

will lead! •

Chapter 9

Still Walking 
My Path

Life is a series of chapters, and our business is to write them 
as boldly, as imaginatively, as unapologetically as possible. 

-Cristina Nehring



The Paxiconians that still live there and the ones that have moved away are very loyal and proud of their little town. In 1995, 
the local citizens built the first welcoming monument for the west entrance, the north entrance in 1996, and the one for the east 
entrance in 1997. All are welcome. This photo of Don, Liz, and me was taken in June of 2012 on one of our return trips.
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As I relived my life on the farm at Vera, District 37 school, Paxico, and Newbury, I processed it in a way I never 

had before. I was able to more clearly credit these experiences with many fruitful and effective decisions and 

choices in my adult life. Our education in its entirety was based on our religious beliefs – to be charitable people and 

to take care of our brothers and sisters; thus, teaching our children and others, and even evangelizing by our behav-

ior. It saddens my heart that today’s society assumes that these very values are irrelevant, e.g. religious foundations 

to guide and determine acceptable, moral, societal behaviors. These values are wholeheartedly essential to my very 

being – my identity and my survival. Life goes on, things change, and that is essential, but hopefully we can as a society 

continue to build on the past for the future. Processing my environment and my life page by page, brought me home, 

and now I truly know it for the first time. • 

Epilogue

For the 
First Time

The end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And to know the place for the first  time. 

T. S. Eliot








