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CHAPTER ONE

A young boy needs someone to attach himself to. Someone to follow around and look up to. From my earliest days, there was never a doubt who that someone in my life would be. Grandpa Fred Balke.

When a boy has no brothers and no male playmates living nearby, but has a father who was something less than exemplary in his fathering skills, it's only natural to look elsewhere for companionship and guidance.

. 

My father had little interest in me. I was an inconvenience to him. But as long as I was relatively quiet, while being a boy who loved playing sports and exploring the great outdoors, and I didn't wake him from sleep during odd hours caused by his swing-shift factory job, we settled on a status quo that would define our relationship for a lifetime. I didn't bother him, and he was happy, although I can't remember him as being very happy at any time in life. Where that arrangement left me was on the short end of the stick, without a father like the ones other boys had.

It was hard to watch other boys' fathers accompany their sons to Cub Scout, school, and church events, while I was there by myself, or with some kind man who had no sons of his own, who stood in with me. Grandpa was well up in years by then. Whether that was the reason or something else, he didn't go with me to these events as a father figure. I do remember him being in attendance for important events such as graduations and confirmations, while my father sat at home, slept, or worked. I was stunned to see him attend my first wedding. By that time, Grandpa was already gone.

A father figure's advice is critical to a boy as he grows. Grandpa was always that figure in my life. I remember that Mom turned to him when stern disciplinary action was needed. When he showed up at those times, I knew I was in serious trouble. Because I respected him and Mom, he was rarely put in that position.

When I became school age, there was not yet a kindergarten program in Cole Camp, Missouri, where I grew up, so school began for me with first grade. That experience was my first indication that I would always be plagued by a fear of the unknown.

The first few days of school were traumatic ones for me. I remember a fear of that new situation that either made me sick to my stomach, or that's what I'd convinced myself to be the problem. My teacher was a kind lady, perfectly fitted to ease young children into those new surroundings in a world away from home. But I still missed Mom & Grandpa so much that I convinced myself that I was too sick to be there.

There were no school nurses at the time, but I spent time in the restroom at the back of the classroom, followed by quietly sitting at my desk with my head down. I was in the restroom when Grandpa arrived. I can still recall how I instantly felt better at the sight of him standing at the classroom door, waiting to take me home.

I don't have any memories of that short ride from the school to our house, but when we got there, I do recall that Mom and Grandpa were both wise to me. A sympathetic, yet stern conversation ensued. It seems like I tried the same routine when I returned to school on the following day, but the teacher was no fool to such practice as this. She'd no doubt seen it played out by countless other children through the years of her teaching career. And so, the second day of school became my first complete one. It wasn’t long, however, after the school bus dropped me off outside my house, that I was running full-speed down the block between Grandpa's house and ours to see what he was up to.
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CHAPTER TWO

Rightfully, Grandpa's story can't be told without first visiting his entire family. Born on the family farm east of Cole Camp, Missouri, in the Balke Prairie community, Frederick John Balke entered this world as the fifth child of Dietrich "Dick" and Wilhemina Dieckmann Balke. Three more babies would follow, making a total of eight siblings.

Grandpa's oldest sibling was Augusta Maria "Gustie" Balke. Born on April 18, 1885, Gustie would eventually marry Fred Edward Eckhoff and make their home in the Haw Creek area, near the Morgan-Benton County line, not far from Balke Prairie. They would become the parents of Joseph Luther, Elda Metha, Milburn D., Leonard Frederick, and Herbert John. Gustie died on July 12, 1952, in Pontiac, Illinois.

Born on October 15, 1886, Grandpa's sister, Theresa Katharine Adelheid Balke, didn't live to see her second birthday, passing away on June 27, 1888.

His sister, Martha Dorothea, was maybe the one with whom he was closest, possibly because she lived nearly as long as he did. Born on November 17, 1888, Martha lived until March 23, 1974. She was married three times. Her first husband, Conrad Frances Martens, died young, on October 16, 1918, just five months after their marriage. He was just 30 years old.

Martha later married Louis J. Bohling. He, too, would predecease her, so she was married a final time to John Henry Sturman, who had also lost his wife. John died only five years before Martha, on October 19, 1969. Martha never had children of her own, but was stepmom to Helen Lumpee, the wife of Walter. Martha died at Good Samaritan Care Center in Cole Camp on March 23, 1974.

Like her sister, Theresa, another sister, Rebecca Gesina, lived only a few weeks. Born on September 17, 1890, she died on November 11 of the same year. Grandpa was born eleven months later.

His younger siblings included Anna Louise, born on July 18, 1894. "Annie" married Bernhardt "Ben" Christian Martens. The couple would become the parents of three children: Irene Anna, Melvin Eldred, and Nelson Kenneth. 

Grandpa had two brothers, both younger than him. John Richard was born on September 13, 1896, and died on December 1, 1978. He married Minnie Emma Heismeyer in Stover on February 24, 1924. They had five children: Richard John, Oletha M., Merlin Herbert William, Irma Ann, and Lula Mae.

The youngest of the Balke children was William Ludwig, who lived less than three years. Born on December 21, 1899, he died on August 23, 1902.

The Dietrich Balke family survived the hardships of the Great Depression, but grew stronger and closer from their experiences. Several of the children remained in the Balke Prairie area, tending to farms sectioned off from their home place. Upon retirement, they moved to Cole Camp and Stover as a rule, but a couple of the girls married and moved out of the area. Still, the bonds were strong.

The children who survived to adulthood all had children of their own, with the exception of Martha. As families scatter and time goes by, the grandchildren choose various occupations and homes, but a natural bond remains. 

The grandchildren have had children, and they have scattered further from home. As can be expected, ties with that generation have lessened, but "Balke blood" still pulses through their veins.

Fred had a lineage to be proud of. His life left lasting examples for his heirs, and seldom is the day that his thumbprint isn't seen in their lives, wherever they might be.

CHAPTER  THREE

On October 5, 1919, Fred Balke took for his wife, Pauline Marie Brockman, one of the daughters of Peter and Martha Sophia Brockman. The parents of two children, Marvin Dietrich and Margie Mae, Fred and Pauline, farmed their land at Balke Prairie until moving to Cole Camp to buy the old Duffendack home on First Street, later known as Junge Street. Fred worked for the MFA Producers Exchange in town, mostly in the feed and egg departments. Pauline was an excellent cook who baked pies and bread for area restaurants, cafes, and community events. 

They were members of St. Paul's Evangelical Lutheran Church, where Fred served during retirement as sexton for many years. He also cleaned the local American Legion Hall after meetings, dinners, and dances. Fred was a veteran of World War I, as part of Company D, 33rd Engineers. He trained at Camp Devens, Massachusetts, before serving overseas in France and Germany.

Their son, Marvin, was born on March 7, 1922. He farmed with his father, married Dorothy M. Von Holten, and served in World War II. The couple were lifelong members of St. Paul's Lutheran, where Marvin served as Sunday School Superintendent, as well as on various committees.

Janice Jane, their daughter, was born on February 2, 1949. On June 14, 1953, a son, Roger Wayne, was born. Janice had a career in education and administration, while Wayne was a master certified mechanic. In their retirement years, both farmed with family and have remained active within the community.

Margie married Arthur Edward Linss from Freeburg, Illinois, and became the mother of Ramona Kay, born on July 29, 1956, and me, Randall Ray, born on January 13, 1958. Both have now retired in the State of Missouri, not far from their hometown.

Memories of Grandma Pauline Balke are next to none, as she lost her battle with cancer on November 7, 1960. Her funeral was held at Eickhoff Funeral Home in downtown Cole Camp. I have the vaguest memories of attending the funeral as a two-year-old. I remember the casket, flowers, and carpet featuring large pink roses.

I recall being confused about what was happening, but I sat quietly beside Mom during the service. I have no memory of the committal service at St. Paul's Cemetery north of town, or a gathering at the church basement afterward.

My living memories of Grandma during my lifetime are limited to just two occasions.  I have only the slightest recollections of a family dinner at their house in town. That memory doesn't really include her, as I can only remember sitting down at the table as the meal began. What I do remember from the evening was being outside before dinner, gathered near the smokehouse and cistern where we could pump the coldest, clearest water I can remember. My cousins, Janice and Wayne, were there, probably along with my sister.

The only other memory I have of Grandma was in the Fall of 1960, shortly before her death. My parents had just moved us into a new house built by
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