Dec 8, 2000

We were good friends with all of the farmers around us.  They participated in the farming through a threshing ring and it helped my parents a great deal.  We were isolated out there.  My father was not a good farmer.  He started his farm right in the middle of the worst farming depression  the country has ever known.  The courts were full of bankruptcies and we became one of them. The farm consisted of the big brick house in the middle of the 160 acres.  
The women in the area created a cooker system using the soap stones.  They would heat the soap stones on Sunday morning and put them with the noon day food in the heat pack.  When they got home from church  the food would be cooked.  
There  was an old broken down frame structure next to our house and another barn, relatively  new, across the road.  The milking was done in the newer barn.  Dad milked the cows by hand.  My brothers and I would kneel down near Dad while he was milking the cows and he would spray the milk in our mouths four or five feet away.  It was nice and warm.  Sometimes we’d get milk all over us. The big five gallon cans of milk were put out on the road and shipped to Paloma and then on to Quincy by train.  We also had a hand cranked cream separator that produced very good cream. In 1921 it was discovered that our four or five cows were infected with TB.  They were all taken away.  There was no compensation.
My father did the mechanical work on the farm machinery and the Willis.  My dad was not frugal, that’s probably why we lost the farm.

I remember riding with my dad on the cultivator.  It was drawn by a horse.  We had to have straight lines.  It was a big piece of equipment.  I was too young to steer it.  

I remember another time my dad pulled me up on the horse with him and we rode over to the far corner of our property.  There was a well and a windmill pump with a tank for the animals.  I remember this particularly well because we uncovered a nest of snakes.  It made an impression on me.  I have nothing to do with snakes now.

We had a dog, Shep.  

What crops did your father produce on the farm?

We grew oats, wheat and corn and other products that my father used to experiment with.  As far as a five year old could tell, I feel the farm was well maintained.  My father certainly worked enough hours to obtain some semblance of propriety.  He bought a big Willis 6 cylinder touring car for all of us to run around in, but eventually we had to revert back to a horse and buggy.  We had several horses, including one big black fellow who was not young, but was quite willing to let us kids ride on his back around the barnyard.  We’ll call him Blackie.   His real name was Nigger but years later when I was telling this story to our children, I realized I couldn’t call him Nigger.  I immediately substituted  the name Blackie.  Then in later years when our kids were visiting Keith’s kids, their cousins wondered who Blackie was and eventually set them straight on the name.

Other than your brothers, who were your friends?

The Witlocks had a boy and a girl, Ralph and Grace, who were just a shade older than us.  I don’t remember any games we played.   We would just pull the farm wagon down the road together.  Keith broke his elbow climbing out of a haymow in the Witlocks’ barn.  One year in the fall when I was five years old, I broke my leg at the Witlock’s.  Keith and I had gone over there to gather some walnuts. I stepped on a rotten limb about 15 ft above ground, fell  and broke my leg.  The kids put me in the little play farm wagon and bounced me along the road up to the Witlocks.   Old Doc Whitlock was there and pronounced my leg broken.  My parents were notified and arrived in the Willis with the back seat padded with pillows and drove me to Quincy to the Blessing Hospital.  I scooted around on my bottom for a number of weeks with the cast on my leg.  On one memorable occasion, my father drove me to Grandfather Little’s in Camp Point who immediately made a pair of crutches for me to use. 
 I became very lonesome during the recovery period of my broken leg.  So one afternoon I devised a plan to escaped from the farm and visit my friends at the schoolhouse.  With my cast, I climbed the fence in the barnyard and called Blackie over.  I climbed on Blackie and somehow managed to open a gate and ride the horse to the schoolhouse and got there just before class was over.  The teacher saw me coming and threw up her hands and came out to  rescue me, but I was perfectly safe on Blackie.

If my parents had been there they would have never permitted me to climb that tree.  But you can just disappear on a farm.  Mother was strict but she wasn’t there all of the time.  She would be busy with bread or some other cooking and we would just make our own games.  One time she looked out the kitchen window and saw Ken up on the ridge of the barn on our side of the road.  I don’t know how she got him down.  
What are your memories of the school?

The school was run by one teacher who did everything.  There were 8 rows of chairs.  It was an interesting process because the first graders could listen to the lessons of the eighth graders and visa versa.  It kept the interest of all of the children.  I became fond of our teacher, Judith Booth,  who was, as always in that kind of community, a relative.  She was a shirttail aunt.  She was an excellent teacher.  We learned how to read and write in the first grade.  I don’t ever remember not being able to read the Sunday comics.  The schoolhouse was substantially built, probably built by all of the neighbors.  It no longer exists.  It was one mile from our farm.  In the winter when a crust had developed on top of the snow, we would walk to school across the fields on top of the snow.  The mile walk didn’t seem like a lot to me, I don’t remember having any trouble with it.  The schoolhouse was heated by a large pot-bellied wood stove.  The farmers all cut wood for the schoolhouse.  There was a large chalkboard that we would line up at to do our writing.  I remember losing control of my bladder one morning in the first grade before being able to ask to go to the toilet and was embarrassed the rest of the day.   Our parents supplied us with paper and pencils.  There was a knife on the teacher’s desk for sharpening pencils.  

What kind of chores did you have around the farm?

I don’t remember any particular chores, we were all too small.  We tried to milk the cows but we weren’t much help.  Dad had a hired man during the planting and harvesting season.

What were mealtimes like on the farm?

Most of the time we ate on a table in the kitchen.  There was always someone in the highchair.  It was a confusing mess.  My mother cooked on a wood stove.  She must have fed us very well because we survived many illnesses.  I remember when Keith had scarlet fever.  We put a line through the middle of the house and out into the yard.  We were not allowed to cross that line for the weeks that Keith and my mother were on the other side.  My father did all the cooking on our side.  He would place the food in the hall and then retreat back to our side of the house.  Mother would then come out and get the food.  I don’t remember who did those dishes.  There was a sign up on the house and out on the main road warning to keep out because of Scarlet Fever.  

What were the weekends like on the farm?

We all went to church on Sundays.  The whole family.  The church was in Columbus, IL, 2 miles from the farm.  We would sing at the head of the church.  At least 2 of those churches burned down.  Alta Witlock, our friends’ mother,  would write to us boys when we were older and had moved away asking for money to help rebuild the church.  I’d stick $5.00 in an envelope and send it back.  That was all we could afford to send, we didn’t have any money even then.  All of the boys contributed to the reconstruction of the church.  

What kind of  plumbing was in the farm house?

We had an outhouse 50 ft or so from the house.  In the winter we used a pot at night.  There was a hand pump in the kitchen.  Also there was a pump on the well.

What are some memories you have of Lula and Zula?

Lula and Zula played piano, the modern music of the day. 1920’s  Jazz.  They had the sheet music for everything.  They both had tremendous talents.  Lula married a man named Fred Carlin.  She was an artist and could draw.  She was a marvelous teacher because of this.  They moved to Colorado and their two boys, Palmer and _________, still live there.  Zula never married.  She lived with her parents all her life.  When Keith and I were born so close together, the twins helped out with our care. I was Zula’s pet and Keith was Lula’s pet, until she got married and moved away.  

The store bought kite that Zula gave  me made a tremendous impression on me.  It flew beautifully.  Not like the ones we made on the kitchen floor.  The ones my dad made were made out of the comics page of the newspaper.  
When we were traveling in Africa, out in the bush, one day we stopped for lunch.  The subject of the breeze and the wind blowing through our tent and how that would keep the mosquitoes off came up.  The word kite was used and our courier perked up.  And we talked about kites.  I told him I could make him one.  The floor of the dining tent had a smooth section we used as a work space.  We went into the bush to collect sticks and I had some string with me that I had brought along on the trip.  We made a flour and water paste and folded the edges of the paper over and we had ourselves a kite.  I rigged it up for flying and right before dusk we went up on the velt, to a wide open space where you could see forever.  I took that kite and kicked it out so the breeze caught it and it just went up and up.  It never could have flown better and I was so pleased.  It was just beautiful.   Within minutes the whole velt was covered with guys, the natives running toward us.   We had a real great time showing the kite.  Our courier would hold the string for a minute and then passed it on.   Everyone had a chance to fly the kite.  Here it was at sunset and right on the horizon I could see four or five giraffes, silhouetted.  It was a great event.  Our courier tried to make a kite three or four times after that but he could never get them to fly.  The proportion of where you put your cross sticks is very important and he always put them down too low and they wouldn’t balance.  Poor guy.  When we got back here we sent him some store bought kites.  
More on the victrola:

The victrola wasn’t our first introduction to music.  Lula and Zula played piano.  4 ft tall.  We had to stand on stools to watch to record.  This was before the radio.  The first radio I heard was up at Pop Little’s.  It was the Army Navy football game.  Pop had ordered this radio by mail and it was delivered to the depot.  Pop picked the new radio up at the depot with his wheelbarrow and wheeled it all the way back to their house.  We were there that day to hear the football game.  I’d never heard of football.

