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      When I was in college, I was driving back to my parents’ house near Harrah, Washington. I was only a few miles away when I saw a couple standing beside their car on the side of the road. The hood was up, and they were clearly stranded.

      Out on the Yakama Reservation, when you see someone stranded on the side of the road you see if they need help. I offered to give them a ride to a cousin’s house a few miles away, and as I drove, they asked where in Oregon I was visiting from.

      I explained I grew up here, that I was going to college in Seattle, and that the car I was driving had Oregon plates because it belonged to my uncle.

      “Who’s your uncle?” asked the woman, because out on the Yakama Reservation, everyone knows everyone.

      “Kevin Clark,” I said, and the man broke into a huge smile.

      “Not Mrs. Clark’s son?” he exclaimed. “She was my first grade teacher. She taught me how to read. How is your grandma?”

      Betty Jean Underwood Clark Corpron (known affectionately to her students as Mrs. Clark or simply Teacher) was a beloved wife, mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and—most importantly—teacher. After thirty seven and a half years in the classroom, she’d taught (and loved) hundreds of students. From her first years in Indiana to her in-home kindergarten at the Yakima Indian Christian Mission to her decades in the 1st grade at Harrah Elementary School, Grandma touched so many lives.

      Her spirit of service was inspiring. Even after her retirement, she kept busy volunteering at the food bank and with her church, lending a hand in her daughters’ classrooms, and just generally being there for the people who needed an extra hand.

      She was an incredible woman.

      This book is a collection of essays she wrote in her later years, reflecting on her childhood in Indiana, her college years, her marriage to Bill Clark, and their years in service at the Yakima Indian Christian Mission in White Swan, Washington. In these pages, she tells the story of how she became a teacher to so many—through hardships, joys, trials, and adventure.

      Reading Grandma’s writing is just like sitting beside her and listening to her tell a story. She is kind, thoughtful, observant, and—of course—very funny. I think you’re going to enjoy these essays.

      A quick note about spelling. The Yakama Tribe changed their name from the older spelling (Yakima) in 1994, while place names—the town of Yakima, the Yakima Valley—retain the older spelling. The Yakima Indian Christian Mission, as a business name, also uses the older spelling. You’ll see both spellings used throughout this book, and that’s why.

      Editing this collection along with my mom, Kathy Kwak, was a joy and a great honor. After all, Grandma Clark is the one who taught me how to read and write, and she was always the biggest fan of my own literary adventures. I remember her requesting a set of my science fiction books to put in the sharing library at her retirement community, where she tirelessly told her friends that they needed to read my books.

      I’m so happy that now I can tell my friends that they need to read her book.

      Love you, Grandma.

      

      Jessie Kwak

      Portland, OR

      November 15, 2025
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            MOTHER AS I SAW HER

          

        

      

    

    
      Winnie Irene Sharp, my mother, was born July 6, 1902. She was the second of six girls in the Gilbert Lawrence Sharp and Anna Clarenda Beard Sharp family. They were farmers in Clinton County, Indiana. Mother always hated the name Winnie and refused to use it.

      Mother talked about the time when she was bedridden with scarlet fever. She missed most of a year of school and was then a class behind her age group, graduating with her next younger sister’s class. She lost all of her hair during this ordeal and when it came back it was no longer curly. This distressed her to no end.

      Grandpa grew many things on his farm: corn, oats, alfalfa, and he even had a huge melon patch. He planted the watermelon soon enough so that they could have a watermelon feast on Mother’s birthday in July, as well as for the 4th. The neighbors knew that they could count on Lawrence for their holiday melons.

      The Sharp family were not active church goers. On occasions they would drive the horse and buggy into the Michigantown Christian Church for some special event.

      Mom and her sister, Rovene, drove that horse and buggy into Kirklin for their high school years. They left it at the livery stable during school time and walked on to school.

      Sometime during her senior year, Mom met a handsome friend of Rovene’s boyfriend. He had returned from the army and was working for his brother-in-law, digging wells. In fact, in the yearbook beside my mother’s picture were the words: “She looked the boys over and passed them by, for a well digger had caught her eye.”

      They were married in September, following her graduation from high school. Grandpa Sharp was not happy about this, and he did not forgive Dad for taking Mom away for some time.

      They started married life in New Castle, Indiana, and later moved back to Kirklin when my sister Mary was small.

      My mother was a wonderful cook. She made use of every available resource. She seemed to have been made for post-depression times. We always had chicken of some kind or other, often with her wonderful dumplings or noodles, yeast rolls, breads, and pies of all kinds. She made wonderful macaroni and cheese, casseroles, and mashed potatoes and gravy. I remember going to town weekly and buying one and one-half pounds of hamburger, often for meatloaf and her other creations. She put marshmallows inside sweet potato croquettes, encouraging us to eat up the extras left from the huge summer garden. There were always beans for soups and other wonderful dishes.

      Since my dad worked long hours, I remember the evenings spent with Mother on the front porch. We would play games of all sorts, sing, and tell stories and riddles into the night. There was a streetlight in front of our house and of course no electric lights inside, just kerosene and Aladdin lamps by which to read or work.

      Mother taught us to crochet, knit, sew and even tried to teach us to tat, which none of us could really master. She liked reading to us and later listening to us read to her. Often, we would sit and cut quilt pieces or cut and roll strips of fabric into balls, awaiting their making into rugs or quilts. We also spent time looking through catalogs and wishing.

      Mother worked very hard in the garden, canning food and making jellies so that we could exist during the winter months. She shared our bounty with the neighbors, as well as bringing their children to our table to share what she had prepared for us.

      Mom dearly loved her family but never lost her love for Dad. She always served him first and catered to his needs, whether in food or otherwise. She kept the children quiet while he slept, when he was on the night shift, controlling radio use, etc. She really lived for her family.

      Mom was a worrier. She worried about the weather, the health of the family, the preparation of food, the neighbors, Dad’s jobs, our clothing, the cleanliness of the house, etc. We did not have much money to buy anything which was not essential, and I know that she was often embarrassed about this. We were never allowed to have friends come to stay overnight. Mother felt that our things were not good enough. I remember staying in two friends’ homes overnight, but never asking them to come to mine.

      Mother had lived all of those years for her family and had never really lived for herself. When we all left the home, she still had Dad, but no outside activities to enrich herself. When Dad became ill and passed away, she was devastated. Her life was never the same. She had no one to live for. She did live in some apartments for a while, seldom happy. She spent her last ten years in a nursing home. A stroke had made her bedfast. She broke bones when she was moved improperly. Most of her last five years she was not able to speak or respond to visitors. This was such a sad time for her children. Throughout most of the eighty-seven years of her life she had been so vital, so active, so caring! She had been a wonderful mother, wife and neighbor. How sad that her life had to end like this! I must believe that she knew that we loved and appreciated her! For we did!
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            MY DAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Harold Underwood was born October 1, l894, to Charles and Amanda Cox Underwood in Sheridan, Indiana. He was the seventh of eight children. None of the children were given a middle name, for Grandmother thought that the name Underwood was enough for two names. Some of Dad’s older brothers did give themselves a middle name as they approached adulthood.

      Dad’s early years were spent on a farm near Sheridan. I remember stories about his adventures with various animals, which he adopted as his own. They were members of a Quaker congregation and he told of how he and his younger brother had to sit on the side with the women until they were of appropriate age to sit with the men. He told of sitting quietly and trying not to wiggle.

      In Dad’s early teen years, the family moved to Kirklin, the little town where I grew up, and Grandpa started a butcher shop, which he ran until the depression. He had five boys who helped in that establishment, so it seemed to be a good venture.

      In Kirklin there was no Quaker congregation, so the Underwoods became active members of the Kirklin Christian Church. Dad liked this church better, for it provided more opportunities to be active in worship. Not surprising for a man who had tried so hard not to wiggle as a boy.

      Dad grew up loving to read. We had many of his old books at our home, most of Jack London and a series of the Horatio Alger books. He had his old Latin and History books, too. He liked gardening with his mother, particularly the planting and cultivating. He had a love for flowers of all kinds. He talked of hunting coons and possums, although I never saw him do this. Dad and his younger brother had made a name for themselves in football during their high school days.

      Dad enlisted in the army close to the end of WWI, after high school graduation. He saw no combat, but spent some time in China and in the Philippines. We used to look through a drawer of pictures from that time, excited by them, but Dad did not talk very much when we asked him questions. Some of his classmates had seen the real action and had either died or been permanently injured. A friend, Rowe Myers, had been gassed and struggled all of his life.

      Dad met my mom, a senior in high school, after he returned from the army. He had been working for a brother-in-law and oldest sister at a mortuary, but returned to Kirklin and found work with another brother-in-law there. Uncle Blaine had a rig and went about the area digging wells. That is what Dad was doing when he met Mom, hence the comment in her yearbook about the well digger who caught her eye.

      I am not sure if Mom and Dad eloped or if it was just part of their plan to go to another state to get married. In any case, Dad’s older sister and brother-in-law went with them and were witnesses. And my sister, Mary, made an appearance on the scene exactly nine months later. However, it was several years before Grandpa Sharp forgave Dad for taking Mom away.

      By the time I came along, about six years later, the depression had caused a lot of upheaval in our family, as it had in millions of others. Grandpa and Grandma Underwood lost their business, took the little money they had and moved into our home. Dad was working for another brother-in-law at that time, at the only restaurant in Kirklin.

      I grew up with many of my deceased grandparents’ possessions, which I treasured. Among them were two large, oval, glazed pictures of my dad; one was his graduation picture and the other was of him in an army uniform, hat in his lap. I loved looking at those pictures and thought that my dad was so handsome. I often compared his with the picture of Jesus, which also hung on a wall in our upstairs. I was sure that Dad looked so much like Jesus, and compared his gentleness to that of the Jesus I had learned to admire.

      I remember that Dad was extremely busy, working from 4 am to 9 pm, daily. We learned to save things to tell him in those precious times when he was home. I also remember that when something bothered Dad, he did not talk it out, even with Mom. He would often just walk away and not talk at all. This was very frustrating for Mom.

      Dad liked our home. He loved gardening, and enjoyed the flowers and the huge garden. He loved the animals and liked teasing them. We all knew that he loved Mom. Sometimes, he would go with only her and walk in the pasture or into the surrounding woods. I remember seeing him lying on the daveno, with his head in her lap. He often called her Eve, for some reason or other, but it truly pleased her.

      We also knew that Dad loved us and was proud of us. He had a good sense of humor and often teased us about our achievements. I relished those times I could sit on his lap: when I hit an apricot tree as I was running around the house with cousins and knocked myself out, when I fell from the hay mow and landed on a fallen post, when I came up from a hiding place and knocked the iron skillet down on my head. He was quiet, caring and above all, loving. I remember walks and picking wild strawberries, and sharing Jack Benny and other shows around the radio on Sunday nights.

      Dad loved his work at the restaurant, too. He was a real people person. Everyone knew him and had a good word to say about him for something he had done for them. He was an active member of the Town Board for many years. I was particularly impressed when he climbed the water tower to paint it because they could not get anyone else to do it.

      He was a member of the American Legion, but often expressed his dislike of so much drinking.

      When I was about twelve, Uncle Ray, owner of the restaurant, passed away. I learned later that he had killed himself by inhaling carbon monoxide in their garage. Dad wanted to purchase the business, but Aunt Nell felt that she needed cash and refused to talk to Dad about it. So, now with four children, plus cousin Martha, there was no income. Those were tough times, especially for Dad. Mom had always been very resourceful, and we tightened our belts and did the best we could.

      Grandma and Grandpa Sharp were a big help in many areas, too. Dad’s friend, Gene Gorham, gave him a part-time job at his hardware store. Eventually, jobs opened at General Motors Delco Remy, in a town about an hour away. Dad got rides with a couple of other Kirklin men and began to work in the car plant there. He worked there until he was disabled with an aneurysm. With the work at Delco Remy, he began to earn more money than he had ever earned working for those brothers-in-law.

      Dad worked the night shift during my high school years. We had to be very quiet when he was asleep and went around whispering. We kept the radio off and did only quiet activities. I remember turning on the radio when he awoke and eagerly listening to war news with him as Mom packed his evening meal in his black metal lunch box. He belonged to a union for the first time, and participated in strikes and was laid off for a time until they were settled, but he was still being paid.

      When I graduated from high school, I well remember that after delivering the valedictorian’s address, I cried in my father’s arms. I was sure my life would not ever be the same. I was leaving my school friends, my family, and the father I dearly loved and going to college.

      Life was never the same, but that love was still there. In my sophomore year of college, Dad felt that he had enough money saved to remodel our home. He had electricity installed, an indoor bathroom added and even got a telephone. All of this was done on his savings, not charged. I well remember walking to the post office with the last payment for the mortgage on the house. That had been the last debt that my father had held.

      My Dad was a very special man. I only wish that my children and grandchildren had gotten to know him. He was a gentle man of principle, a man of faith, and a loving, caring family man. I am very proud to have had him as my father.
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            BIRTH STORIES

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first became a mother and then a grandmother, I began to realize that the celebration of a birthday should be with one’s own mother, for she is the one who spent months contemplating that new life. In this case, me.

      The months and days before my birth must have been very traumatic, for they were filled with several difficult events. Shortly after Mother became pregnant with me, my father’s parents, having lost most everything in the depression, moved into the house with my mother, father, and five-year-old sister. My grandmother was more demanding than my mother and was soon in charge of the household.

      My father’s sister was critically ill with nephritis, a serious disease of the kidneys. She needed constant care, and family members took turns meeting her needs. She passed away early in Mother’s pregnancy. Grandfather had fallen and cut his leg while caring for Aunt Lottie. His wound would not heal, and he struggled along and eventually became bedfast with blood poisoning. He passed away two months before I was born.

      My mother gave me a piano shawl which she had worked on while waiting for my birth. She had made it of ivory linen and tatted lace on the two ends. I treasure this gift and often wonder just what was going on in her mind as she worked at this mindless task. It must have been a form of relaxation from the many chores and frustrations of the day.

      My actual birth took place in the wee hours of the morning. My father had gone to town, about one-half mile away, and asked Doc Mount to come as soon as possible. Feeling Dad’s sense of emergency, he got into his Model T and quickly drove to our house. In his hurry, he ran into a newly planted maple tree and broke it. My grandmother and dad had planted that tree a couple of months earlier in memory of my grandfather. Doc Mount delivered me and then went outside and operated on that maple tree, carefully cutting and wrapping until it was again standing. Slowly, it grew and matured. It was always my special tree.

      My father had hoped for a boy and had chosen the name Gene in honor of a special friend. However, I became Betty Jean and never felt that I had disappointed him so very much.

      I wish that I could talk to my mother about those times. I can only visualize her, tatting lace on the piano scarf and praying for strength and courage for that moment. She was a courageous lady!
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        Baby Betty and her mom
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