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DEDICATION

I dedicate this memoir to my parents, Carl and Edna Belle Bancks. It was because of their guidance that I continued the Bancks Family tradition of farming the same land for 150 years.

To my grandpa, Charles Shepard, and uncles Vernon and James Shepard. They were my pseudo-fathers after Dad died. 

To my elementary school teachers at Hazel Dell #3 for their devotion to teaching, despite the difficult times of the 1940s. They formed my education.

Lastly, to my neighbor, Wayne Kraft Sr. His continued guidance when I started farming was much appreciated. 
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​Prologue
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Although I was named Robert Charles, I was known most of my early days as Bobby. I was a blond-haired, hazel-eyed farm boy who was barefoot most of the summer. I had many adventures on the Bancks family farm. I didn’t have computer games because there were no computers. Television existed, but not for rural folks. We had radios with backs full of glass tubes. I listened to fragile phonograph records and played them at a fast speed of 78 RPM. 

My dad was a handsome six-foot-tall man with dark hair. He seldom frowned or was sad. He loved his family and his neighbors. He wore blue bib overalls and chambray shirts for work. His cap was striped denim. When he dressed up, he always wore a tie with a diamond stickpin. His favorite tie was green knit trimmed yellow. It was the tie he wore to meetings other than church. When he went to church, he wore a suit, white shirt, and a wide flowery necktie. In the winter he wore a felt fedora. In the summer he wore a straw fedora.

My mom was a small woman, five feet, four inches tall, and very thin during her early years. She had dark hair. She seldom wore slacks or pants until she was in her sixties. She wore dresses to town and house dresses at home. I never saw her without eyeglasses. She was devoted to her family, and she loved my dad.  

My sister, Mary Ann, was four years older than I and five years ahead of me in school. I know we did things together, but because of the age gap, her interests were much different. I have few recollections of what she did in my early years. I know we never had a serious argument. It wasn’t until we were both adults that we became close. Although she lived in California the last forty-some years, we maintained a close relationship. She died recently from cancer. I am the only one left to tell the Bancks family story of life in the 1940s and 50s.

My life was not without tragedies and failures. I learned how important every decision was to my family. I learned how to work at an early age. My chores although small were important. I saved Dad time by bringing in the cows for milking or saved Mom time by hunting the eggs and feeding the chickens. My dad was head of the household, but my mom was the disciplinarian. A swat on my fanny or time out sitting in the corner was my punishment. If Dad reprimanded me, which was seldom, I knew never to do that again. My dad didn’t have time for discipline. 

I learned early on that the animals and birds depended on Dad and me for their livelihood. They had to be cared for whether the weather was cold and wet or hot and dry. Even if you were not feeling well, you had to do your jobs. I could play all I needed, but work came first. 

My dad had two philosophies. The first was “You should never think you are better than your neighbors.” The second was, “There are seven days in a week; you work six of them.” Many of those days were ten to fourteen hours long. He respected the men in town who worked forty hours a week, but he claimed successful people worked sixty hours or more. I have lived by these two axioms.
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The Bancks Farm
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In 1866, Johann Hans Beenck and his wife, Catherine, left their native Germany for America. The newspapers in Schleswig, Germany, told of cheap, rich land in a new state named Iowa. 

They landed in New York and traveled by train to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. There they boarded a packet boat and traveled down the Ohio River to the Mississippi River, then upriver to the little town of Buffalo, Iowa. Buffalo was located below a treacherous rapids on the Mississippi.

Catherine and Hans, as he was called, disembarked with the intention of catching the local train or stagecoach to LeClaire, Iowa, and continuing their journey upriver, but it was late summer and a poor time to travel, especially when Catherine discovered she was pregnant. Hans found a job working for Mr. Joseph Saur as a hired hand just north of town. He worked there for two years.

In 1868, Hans found a forty-acre farm for sale by Herman Karman in Muscatine County. It lay five miles west of Buffalo and five miles north of the village of Montpelier. Blue Grass, Iowa, was just three miles away to the east. 

The forty acres had level ground and some pasture. It seemed like a good buy. So, instead of traveling on to central Iowa or beyond, in February of 1868 the Beecnks moved to Montpelier Township. They lived in a log cabin near a good spring and woods. During the summer, Emil Robert was born. That fall, an adjacent forty acres was offered for sale by a Mr. Ehrecke. Hans purchased that forty. It was the beginning of several land purchases by the Bancks family. Today the farm encompasses 664 acres.

You may be wondering why it is the Bancks Farm and not the Beenck Farm. You can credit the name change to my grandfather Emil. During World War I, in which the U.S. fought from 1915 to 1918, the German population was not favored by some of the locals. Emil Beenck decided to change his name to a more American style of Bancks. It almost sounded the same if you put that upside-down ‘v’ or caret above the double ‘E’ in Beenck. It has been that way ever since. 

One of my most cherished possessions is a document dated 1889 that declares Johannes Hans Beenck a citizen of the United States of America. He had to denounce any allegiance to the King of Prussia. I doubt Catherine ever became a naturalized citizen. She couldn’t vote or hold any office, so why bother.

The farm buildings sat back from the county road about two blocks. It was an old German custom not to build buildings on ground that could be planted with crops. Another reason for the setback was that in 1868, you needed to be near water. Just north of the original log cabin was a spring. Great-grandpa Hans dug a well that provided water for livestock and the Bancks family for many years. The cabin was close to timber. Timber provided wood for the fireplace and logs for buildings and fences. 

By 1870, the cabin had an extension built on the south side. It was constructed of sawed lumber, not logs, and it doubled the size of living quarters. I never lived in the log cabin, but I have a photo of my father and my aunt Georgianna sitting in front of the building when it was being used as a shed for cows. 

The addition was converted into a granary when the new house was built in 1878. On the walls inside of the granary were paintings of a man’s face and a steam locomotive. One of the Beecnks had an artistic flair and extra black paint. 

Having your homestead away from the road had advantages and drawbacks. The advantages were less road dust, your neighbors weren’t as nosy, and it was generally quiet. The disadvantages numbered few. Snow removal was always and still is a problem.

If you were a kid coming home from school, once you reached the lane, you still had a distance to go. The mailbox was a long way down the road. 

Today I cherish the long lane. The county road is still a gravel road with dust rolling after each truck or auto, but much less dust reaches the house this far away. The lane sometimes deters unwanted travelers, and seldom do people or vehicles arrive unnoticed. 

I like being away from the prying eyes of neighbors. I can still watch the traffic until the corn grows too tall. I have a deal with my renter that requires him to only have corn on one side of the lane each year. You’d be surprised by how many times on hot summer evenings my wife, Jane, and I sit in our swing chairs wearing our pajamas. When family or friends visit, many of them comment on the quietness of our location. 

“You can hear the birds singing,” is one of their comments. 

The other comment comes in the evening when the sky is dark. ”Gee, you can see the Milky Way out here.”
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​Here I Come
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My mother lived on a farm and was a schoolteacher. She taught at Hazel Dell School #3, which was located near the Bancks farm. She stayed at Ellery Watts’ place during the week. Mr. Watts would pick her up each Sunday night at an interurban station north of the school. On Friday evening he’d take Edna back to the station and she’d ride the interurban to her home. The interurban was a streetcar-like train that ran from Clinton, Iowa to Muscatine, Iowa. The rail track ran just north of her home near Muscatine. 

On the warm dry Fridays in the fall and spring, she’d walk to the train station instead of having Mr. Watts drive her. Being a farm girl, she knew he was very busy during this time. 

The short cut to the station, more than a mile away, went through the Bancks Farm. The only problem with the route was that she had to cross the creek in the Bancks’ pasture. One day my father decided to walk my mother through the pasture and help her across the creek. Soon he was driving Miss Shepard, my mother, in his big Studebaker car to the station. They began dating and the rest is history, as they say. I found a written paper from Mom’s bridal shower telling the story.

There was a time when Mom and Dad thought they would have no children at all. Infertility clinics didn’t exist. They tried for children for six years before my sister Mary Ann was born in September of 1936. She was their little darling and they thought she would be their only child, but a surprise pregnancy occurred four years later. 

Were they excited! The technology of determining whether it was a boy or girl didn’t exist. They didn’t care. 

Mom was due in November. Dad was hand-picking ear corn at Fuzzy Palmer’s, a neighbor who lived just north of our farm. As her due date drew closer, Mom hated for Dad to be too far away. 

They devised a signal system. If she felt it was time to go to the hospital and Dad was picking corn at Palmer’s, Mom would hang a white sheet on the outside clothesline which he could see from Fuzzy’s. He would check every so often. Even Gladys, Fuzzy’s wife, would check from the upstairs window. 

Fortunately, he never had to hurry home. The morning of November 25, 1940, Dad was finishing morning chores and coming to the house when Mom decided it was time to go to the hospital. They dropped Mary Ann off at Grandma Shepard’s on the way to Muscatine. 

Dad drove Mom in our old Studebaker to Hershey Hospital in Muscatine. At 12:45 pm, Robert Charles Bancks was born to Carl and Edna Belle Bancks. 

I was named after my paternal grandfather, Emil Robert, and my maternal grandfather, Charles James. My nickname would be Bobby or, later, just Bob. Dad wanted to keep names simple. 

A few days later, they brought me home. I don’t know the particulars, but I assume Mom returned to her duties as a farm wife. Now she had me to feed, Mary to care for, and Great Uncle Henrich, who lived with Mom and Dad. It was a full household. 

When Mary was born and Mom was no longer available to help with the milking, Dad hired a young man from the small village of Montpelier named Don Ellison. He would come early and milk cows, stay all day, eat dinner at noon, and maybe supper in the evening before returning to his home. I can’t imagine how much food Mom had to prepare each day. She had Dad, Grandpa Emil, Uncle Hen, and Don to feed, plus taking care of Mary.

Don worked for Dad until the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941. Japan declared war on America. Germany and Italy soon joined the fray. America was at war in two theaters.

I was one year old. Soon all the young men in America were in the armed services. Don Ellison joined early and served in the Navy. Now Dad needed to find a replacement for Don. There were no other young men to hire since most were drafted and serving in the war effort.

Burt Paulsen arrived in the nick of time. I don’t know where he came from; he just arrived with his wife, Vesta, and three children. He needed a home, and fate stepped in. A neighbor named George White was an older gentleman and became depressed because his son was drafted. Dad tried to help him with his forty-acre farm. One day while Dad was at George’s farm, George told dad he wanted to sell his farm and move to Blue Grass. 

Dad hurried home and got his checkbook. He wrote George out a check before he could change his mind. Now Dad had the needed house and buildings for Burt and his family. Burt stayed for the duration of the war. I will tell you a little later of my adventures with the Paulsen children.

With a great war going on, everyone pitched in, from four to ninety-four. In some ways, I was lucky. My dad was considered too old to be drafted and the nation needed farmers to grow food and fiber for the war effort. My dad helped the war effort by harvesting oats and soybeans for neighbors whose sons were fighting over-seas. 

He received an award from the extension service for combining three hundred acres of crops with his Allis-Chalmers combine. Today this would be nothing, but in 1944 this was quite an accomplishment with a small pull type combine cutting a five-foot swath. Dad spent many hours harvesting for others and would come home to do chores in the dark. 

Everything was rationed. Gasoline, tires, sugar, and silk were the scarcest items. Fortunately, nature’s natural sweetener, honey, was available to the Bancks family. Dad and Uncle Hen knew of several bee trees with bee colonies. They contacted a beekeeper to come with his smoker. The smoke calmed the bees in the tree. The tree was cut down and the honey retrieved. Of course, when the bees realized they’d been robbed, they were upset. Thank goodness, bees have a short memory. Soon they’d gather their queen bee and find another hollow tree. The honey was split between the beekeeper and the Bancks family. We all had some of nature’s sweetener for a while. 

By the end of the conflict, I was old enough to remember small things, like the Blue Grass Grocery Store delivering supplies that were not in the regular brown paper bag or cardboard box, but rather in a used sugar sack. Sugar was not purchased in five-pound bags; instead, the grocer dipped sugar out of a bin and weighed the white crystals on a scale. The used sack was how he received the sugar. Everything was in short supply. 

Mom delivered eggs to the store in return for other supplies. With my Great Uncle Hen’s help, we had a huge garden. Mom spent most of her days canning fruit and vegetables. Shortly after the war ended, Dad somehow bought enough copper tubing, a compressor, and insulation to build a deep freezer. He hired a man to build the unit, which was huge, over thirty cubic feet. We stored meat in one of the bins, vegetables and fruit in another, and the third was for the hired hand’s food. As part of his salary, he received pork, beef, and chicken. 

As with most farmers, we were almost self-sufficient. The only food items we lacked were sugar, flour, coffee, and salt. I found some ration books in Mom’s things when she died. Each person in our family, including a very young me, had a ration book. Mine still had some stamps for tires and gasoline. No doubt I’d wished they were redeemable for toys.

	


Our great uncle Heinrich lived with us. He was Grandpa Bancks’ bachelor brother. Everyone called him Hen. In today’s world, he probably would be moved to an assisted living facility or even a retirement home, but in the 1940s, families cared for their aged relatives at home. He ate his meals with us and his room was on the first floor. No one ever questioned his right to live with us. 

Uncle Hen tended the garden and lawn. His hibiscus flowers, which had a special spot in the garden, survived after his death for many years. His peonies are still living in our flower beds. All the fruit trees were his responsibility. He helped Mom with the canning, which was a huge job. Fruits and vegetables were stored for winter’s use. Uncle Hen spent many days walking the pastures and fields searching for Native artifacts. His collection of arrowheads was extensive. During the winter, he’d take a sack of ear corn and walk through the snow to feed the quail and pheasant. 

His job in the morning was to babysit Mary and me while Mom milked. He wasn’t very good, but he could keep us from getting into trouble. He’d make sure we were eating breakfast before he lay on a sofa in our long kitchen/family room. 

One day, like usual, he lay down and started snoring. Mary and I ignored the noise. But this day, his snoring stopped. When Mom returned from the barn, she tried to wake him. He didn’t respond. She hurried to the barn and got Dad. I stood and watched as Dad tried to revive him. Finally, Dad relented and realized Uncle Hen had passed away in his sleep. 

I was too young at three years old to realize what death was. My life changed much because of Uncle Hen death. Mom and Dad moved downstairs to the bedroom he had occupied. I moved to their bedroom and so I had my own room at the top of the stairs. Mary had to pass through my room to enter hers.

I don’t remember his funeral. At three years old, I was rushed off to my maternal grandparents and stayed there. Funerals were for adults, not children.

Uncle Hen was the last of his six siblings to die. Three were born in Germany and three were born in Iowa. The Bancks family moved to the next generation.

	


When I was young, Mom contracted mastoiditis, an infection in her mastoid. The mastoid bone is located right behind the ear and the infection was very painful. She spent many days in Mercy Hospital in Davenport. Her condition was critical.

It was late spring, and school was dismissed. Mary and I were shipped to Grandma Shepard’s. One day after church, Dad drove Mary and I to Davenport to see Mom. Children were not allowed beyond the lobby of the hospital, so we sat in the car and waved at Mom, sitting at the window of her room. 

Mom spent several weeks in the hospital and many weeks recovering. Later she showed us the depression behind her ear where the infection was drained. We were fortunate Mom survived.

	


My sister and I had a good relationship even though she was four years and two months older than I was. Only once in my memory did we embarrass our mother. 

Mom was attending the local Women’s Farm Bureau meeting. Our neighbor Mrs. Noll didn’t drive, so Mom offered her a ride. Mrs. Noll had five children. On the way home, Mrs. Noll discussed her problems with bringing up five children in a small house. Mom bragged about how well behaved her two offspring were. 

The ruse probably would have worked, but for some reason Mom invited Mrs. Noll to our house. When she opened the kitchen door, I was chasing Mary around the kitchen table and screaming loudly.  

Evidently, Mary had taken something of mine or teased me. The reason is long forgotten. All I remember is we were both reprimanded by Mom as soon as she returned from taking Mrs. Noll home. Reprimands meant a couple of swift swats on your fanny from Mom, and sometimes other punishment. I don’t remember Mary’s punishment, but I spent time on a chair facing the corner by the refrigerator. I was surprised to see cobwebs there.

	


Mary and I were often accomplices, too. One of our earliest escapades had to do with the rationing during the war. Mary and I were to be up and dressed every morning at seven-thirty. At that time we slept in the same room. We were awakened by a wind-up alarm clock. 

If it was chilly, I’d dash for the warm air register behind the door in Mom and Dad’s room next door. Mary Ann claimed her hot spot on the other side of the wall in our room. We dressed and scampered downstairs to the warm kitchen. We never ate breakfast in pajamas except for Christmas morning. 

We’d set the table with the breakfast dishes and wait for our mother. Soon we heard Mom coming in the back door. She would kick off her four-buckle chore boots and hang her denim chore coat. She had been up since five to help Dad milk our twelve cows by hand. 

“I’ll get you kids your breakfast, then I’m going back to the barn and help Dad finish milking,” she told us as she opened the kitchen door. 

Mom would get the box of Cheerios out of the pantry and pour each of us a bowl. Mary got the milk, which was stored in a big copper pitcher in the refrigerator. We all drank raw milk in those days. Mom would just dip it out of the milk can down in the barn when we needed more. After drowning the cereal in milk, Mom dipped a teaspoon into the sugar bowl and spread each bowl with one small scoop. 

“Mary Ann, you wash the dishes after breakfast. Bobby, you can dry the little pieces. I’ll be back in less than an hour. It’s cold today, so I’ll drive Mary to school,” Mom said as she disappeared out the back door.

I put two slices of bread in the toaster and pushed the handle down. Mary Ann ran to the kitchen window and watched Mom as she trudged to the barn. As soon as Mom was inside the barn, Mary Ann returned to the table, took her spoon, and scooped an extra portion of sugar for each of us. 

“Now don’t tell Mom or we’ll both get paddled,” she told me.

“I’ll never tell,” I answered with a smile.

This was the beginning of a long brother-sister relationship. Of course, we had some spats, which I seldom won, but we never told Mom about the sugar. I mean we never ever told our mother about our deed.
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Home Life

[image: ]


Mary was in school from September to May. Even in the summertime, she would rather play girl things. She had an extensive collection of paper dolls. 

The only time she played with me was during the winter. The nights were long, and her room was cold. We would play an extended Monopoly game on many evenings. We set up the game board on a small rug which we slid to the side of the room each night before bed. We would continue the game the next night.

In the summer, Mary Ann’s interests were much different than mine and she decided there were other things more fun to do than playing with her younger brother. Like most kids, she had dolls; one was named Mary Jane and the other was Baby Jean. She’d play with her dolls up in her room. I even had a doll named Caroline. With all my girl cousins, I had to play what they chose if I wanted to be included.

On winter nights, Dad read the newspaper and Mom read or sewed. At times we listened to the radio programs of Bob Hope, Jack Benny, The Life of Riley, Fibber McGee and Molly, This is Your Life, and many others. Radio was great entertainment. 

There were nights when Mary had homework or just wanted to read. Those evenings I had to devise my own entertainment. I’d play board games such as checkers, Monopoly, and Parcheesi by myself. Each time I would move around the board as a different person. 

Of course, this way I always won. I could cheat and no one cared. 

I had a collection of small plastic cars and trucks. Most were just the right size for small hands. These were either birthday gifts or toys I had purchased with my weekly allowance of ten cents. Mary took piano lessons from a teacher in Davenport, and while she was at her lesson, sometimes Mom would shop downtown Davenport. I seldom wanted to follow her, so she would drop me off at the north entrance of Kresge’s Five and Ten Cent store. My orders were to stay inside the building until she returned. 

I was six or seven years old, and my mother never felt I was in danger. I wasn’t afraid of being left because I knew she would always come back and find me. Inside the rear door and down three or four steps was the toy department. I would spend the next thirty minutes ogling toys and dreaming of which car or truck I would purchase. Some only cost a dime, others a quarter. The dime ones had plastic axles and were not very durable. The more expensive cars had metal axles and withstood rougher play. 

I knew not to ask for extra money. If I wanted a more expensive toy, I had to save my allowance until I had enough. There was a brand of plastic cars and trucks made by a company named Banner. Every month or so they introduced a new vehicle. The Banner vehicles were my pride and joy. These toy trucks were what I played with on the living room floor during the long winter nights. I would bring in small throw rugs and place books under them to make hills. Every night before bedtime I picked up every car and truck and carried them to my room. I was not allowed to leave toys lying around where someone might trip over them. 

There were times when new models were not available or I didn’t have the funds to purchase my selected truck, so I would go to the lunch counter and watch the automatic doughnut machine plop out fresh oil-fried doughnuts. 

It was a fascinating machine. A nozzle squirted a blob of dough into hot cooking oil. A little conveyor eased the dough along until it was fried on one side, then a lever popped out of nowhere and flipped the dough over. A few minutes later, a fully cooked doughnut would drop on a wire tray to let the oil drip off. I hoped someday the girl behind the counter would give me a doughnut. It never happened. I’m sure if she ever did so, more youngsters would quickly show up. 

I knew how to read time on the clock, so at the prescribed time I’d wait for Mom just inside door at Kresge’s. She would park in the loading zone just long enough for me run out and jump into the car. Then we’d drive back to Mrs. Hershman’s, the piano teacher, and pick up my sister.  

I was never scared of being alone in the store. Maybe the store clerks were watching out for me, I don’t know. There were always other children in the store. It was a different time. Right after the war people still respected each other. There was no taking advantage of a situation. People helped each other. 

One Christmas, Mom and I went shopping at the big Petersen Department Store in downtown Davenport. The nearest parking lot was on the levee near the river about two blocks away. This day it was very cold and windy, and we had many packages. Mom sat me and all those packages on a bench just inside the west entrance door of Petersen’s while she walked to the levee parking lot and got the car. I sat patiently until she arrived in the loading zone right outside the door. I did not leave the packages until she came inside to get me. That would be a very dangerous move in today’s world. I may not have been kidnapped, but somebody would surely have taken advantage of a little boy watching Christmas gifts. 

Because of my November birthday, I was almost six when I started grade school. Before I was deemed old enough to attend, there were some long days at home without Mary Ann. 

Mondays were wash days. My time was spent in the basement with Mom. There was no automatic washer or dryer. Mom had a famous Maytag washer with a wringer mounted on the machine. She’d start with the whites, then do the colors, and finally tackle Dad’s dirty overalls. In good weather she’d carry the clothes up the stairs and outside to the clothesline. In the winter she hung the clothes in the basement. 

I’d help by pulling the clothes through the wringer and into the rinse tub. I never was allowed to start the clothes because my hand might become caught in the wringer. Sometimes I played in the basement while she washed. Dad fashioned a sandbox under the steps. The sand was not deep, but at least it didn’t have cat poop in it like the one outside. I’m sure I scattered some sand around the basement floor. The floor was concrete but not polished, so the sand particles were not detectable.

Tuesdays were ironing days. I would help or attempt to help Mom. I had Mary’s little play iron and play ironing board. Mom would let me iron Dad’s farmer handkerchiefs. I guess he didn’t care if they didn’t have a crisp fold. 

Wednesdays were baking days. I liked it when Mom decided to bake chocolate chip cookies. I got to lick the mixer beaters and maybe a small amount of cookie dough would be left in the bowl. There weren’t any chocolate chips, just the dough, since Mom was stingy with the chocolate chips. They were rationed during the war, so very few chips made it into the cookies. Mom never forgot the rationing. Her cookies never had very many chips in them, even after the rationing was over. I learned to eat around the few chips in the cookie and save the morsels for the last couple of bites. 

Mom’s specialty was chocolate cake with a fudge frosting. Every cake was made from scratch, no box cake for her. Her frosting was delicious. Once spread on the cake it would harden and become like fudge candy. The best part was I got to lick or scrape out the saucepan. 

She never had a recipe for the frosting; she’d just put the ingredients in a saucepan and boil them. If it didn’t look right, she added a little of something. Once Mary asked Mom to write the recipe down, but she couldn’t do it. All the ingredients were etched in her head. Mary tried several times to duplicate the frosting, but she never mastered the recipe. It was just one of those things unique to Mom.
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The Paulsens
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The farm Dad bought from Mr. Wright was primitive by today’s standards. There was no indoor plumbing or running water. Water was pumped from a cistern. The living room had an oil-fueled heater. When Bert Paulsen replaced Don Ellison as our hired hand, he moved in with his family. It was a wonder his wife, Vesta, could raise three children in those conditions.

Two of their children were close to my age. Doreen was a year older, Dick was my age, and Danny was the baby. Vesta would babysit me at times when Mom had things to do in town. Let’s say Vesta was around. She was busy with Danny and pregnant with another child. Doreen, Dick, and I were on our own most of the time. The three  of us spent many days in the old shop making little boats to float in the small creek below the barn.

Dad furnished an old one-animal hog hut for Bert to store corncobs, which provided fuel for the cook stove. One winter day Dick and I decided to crawl into the shed and throw the corncobs from the small storage shed all over the lawn. When Dick’s dad came home for lunch, he made us pick up all the corncobs and put them back. Dick got a spanking immediately, but because I was the boss’s son, I was only scolded. When Mom came to get me, she was very upset. I lucked out on the spanking, but I did spend an hour sitting on my chair in the corner by the refrigerator.

During Bert Paulsen’s stay, Dick was like most farm boys. He loved to ride tractors with his dad, just like I did.

One day my dad was cultivating corn to rid the ground between the corn rows of weeds and to aerate the soil. He was working in a field right next to Dick’s house. Dick came running out, thinking it was his father. It didn’t make any difference. My father knew he loved to ride.

This day Dad was cultivating with our B Farmall tractor. This was a small tractor used for mowing and raking hay, harrowing the fields, and cultivating. It could only accommodate a two-row cultivator. The driver sat on one side right over the row. The other side was an axle housing just the right size for a child’s bottom. Dad stopped and Dick climbed aboard.

They made a couple of rounds. Dick evidently became drowsy watching the corn disappearing under his feet. All my dad remembered was Dick falling forward in front of the rear wheel. The rear tire ran right over Dick’s head. 

Of course, Dad stopped and jumped off. He expected to see a child lying motionless in the dirt. To his surprise, Dick jumped up and ran to the house, crying all the way. 

Dad followed and met Vesta at the door. He explained what had happened. Vesta examined Dick. There were tire marks across the side if his head, but nothing else. 

She said to my dad, “He looks okay to me. I’ll give him a bath and put him to bed. Bert can look at him when he comes home.”

It appeared nothing was wrong. The soft dirt and light weight of the left wheel never caused a problem. Dick’s head was apparently very solid. It was one of those accidents which turned out not being tragic. A farm can be a dangerous place. Today we would hurry to an emergency room or urgent care to have Dick checked out. They would have x-rayed and examined Dick. There would be insurance papers to fill out and maybe an investigation by OSHA. All I remember was Dad saying Dick was okay. His head hurt some, but no other damage. 

Bert and his family stayed until the spring of 1946. In March, Bert rented a farm east of Walcott. This is what was called the agricultural ladder. First you start out as a hired hand, then you save enough to buy some equipment to rent a farm, and finally you save enough to buy a farm. I missed Dick and Doreen, but soon I had another family to play with. I guess Dad planted the corn that spring with part-time help. Otherwise, I don’t know how he would have accomplished the spring field work.
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Before Bert moved, Dad decided to cut down a large cottonwood tree behind the machine shed. He and Bert worked for days chopping with an axe and sawing with a two-man crosscut saw to bring the big tree down. Chainsaws were not available to the general public. Finally, the cottonwood came down with a mighty crash. It took Dad several days to cut up the tree and haul the pieces away. 

One night Doreen and Dick came over to play while their father finished chores. We climbed on the fallen tree trunk. It was about four feet off the ground. The bark of a cottonwood is very thick and deep. When it was time for the Paulsens to go home, they got down from the tree easily. As I slid off, my foot caught in one of the grooves of the bark, and I fell. 

When I hit the ground, it hurt. I didn’t break any bones, just skinned my knee and elbow. I don’t remember crying, but I was scared. When I went to bed that evening, I didn’t feel well. Mom thought it was just the shock of falling. She put me to bed early. 

In those days we had a small white bucket with a red rim we used for a pee pot. Mary and I used it upstairs because the bathroom was located in the basement behind the furnace. That night, as I peed in the pot, my urine was full of blood. 

Not one to panic, my mom called our family doctor. He told her to come to his office in the morning and he would have a look.

The next morning, I was still passing blood. We went to Doctor Schroeder’s office. From there he sent us directly to Mercy Hospital in Davenport. After a few tests and a calculated guess, it was decided my kidneys were deteriorating. I was a very sick boy. 

I was put in a room with another boy. This lasted for a short while. My condition worsened. Dad hired a private nurse to care for me in the hospital, and I was moved to a private room. 

Fortunately for me, a new pharmaceutical drug had just been discovered. The miracle drug was called penicillium. Doctor Schroeder hoped it would help whatever was wrong with my kidneys. Whether he knew for sure or was just guessing, I got a shot every three hours for three weeks. My butt looked like a pincushion. 

Mom later had her own diagnosis. She thought maybe it was cold medicine she administered to me most of the winter. Most of the cough medicines contained codeine, an opioid. It was available in over-the-counter cough syrups. 

Mom bought me a stuffed bunny. He was pale blue and had pink eyes. I named him Pinkeye. He was my consolation animal after the nurses gave me my shot. Many a time he rubbed my little sore behind. I still believe the nurses used blunt, extra-long needles. 

The private nurse, a friend of our family, stayed with me for a week or ten days until I was off the critical list. From there on the regular nursing staff took care of me. 

They were nice enough. It was the Catholic nuns who roamed the halls who were not as forgiving. They brought me books, but I was scolded if I crumpled a page or dropped the book on the floor. 

The bed I was in was three feet off the floor. At night the sides were raised, so I was in a little metal cage. Mom brought me a thick jigsaw puzzle. I put it together so many times I could assemble it upside-down. One day I accidently dropped a piece on the floor. I pushed the little button for help. A few minutes later a nun came rustling into my room. 

She asked, “What do you need?”

“I dropped a piece from my puzzle, and I cannot reach it,” I replied.

She gave me a stern look, picked up the piece, and said, “Next time you be more careful. I haven’t got time for picking up toys. I’m busy.”

I was only six, so I was scared. I never pushed my button again for that reason. I would wait until a regular nurse arrived for my shot. 

There was one nun I really liked. She wore white while the others wore black. She was old and wrinkled, but so kind and sweet. She read stories to me and told me about the next meal. The other nuns called her Mother Superior.

One requirement of my stay was to drink a pitcher of water every eight hours. Early in the morning, a nurse brought in a pitcher and a glass with a glass straw in it. By afternoon, I sucked down my first jug only to have it replaced by another. If I was behind in my drinking, the nurses visited every few minutes to make sure I was getting my fill. Most days I accomplished my task. 

The hospital food was something else. Most food was okay. Every few days for dinner, I could have Iowana ice cream, which was a green ice cream in a cup. Iowana ice cream was the premier ice cream company in Davenport. It wasn’t my favorite flavor, but it was better than the pudding. Some days Mom would stop at a drug store a block away and buy some vanilla or chocolate ice cream for me. The store would hand scoop it into a pint container. That was a real treat. 

The worst meal was when the kitchen served Cream O’Wheat for breakfast. I could not stomach that goo. I’d rather eat paste. To this day I cannot eat that ugly cereal. 

The best breakfast was a little box of Cheerios. The nurse would open it and let me pour the contents into a bowl. She’d pour the milk, which was never enough. I’d let the little Os soak a bit before I ate them. I still like Cheerios. 

My other treat was an extra chocolate chip cookie. My great-aunt Ivy worked in the hospital kitchen. When she baked cookies, she sneaked one or two in her pocket and hand delivered them to me before she went home.

Slowly, I improved. My mother visited every day. Dad visited on the weekends. When I needed a blood trans-fusion, he was my match. He came to the hospital early and gave his blood, then stayed with me as I received the precious fluid. 

I remember him sitting by my bed and reading several books. It was the first time Dad ever babysat me. I never realized it, but my condition was critical. Without his blood I may not have survived. 

Across the hall from my little room was a room enclosed by glass. It was a semi-isolation room. Parents would come and look through the window at their sick children. One evening a sailor dressed in his Navy whites stood at the window. Dad was visiting that day. Although the war was over, the military was still very active. Dad left my room to talk to the young man. 

“What’s the problem, sailor?” he asked.

“My little girl was severely scalded by a pan of boiling water she pulled off the stove,” he replied. “I’ve got two weeks leave to come home and be with her. It took me three days to get here.”

“Will she recover?” Dad asked.

“Oh, I think so, but it will be a slow process. The doctor wants to send her to Iowa City. They have a burn unit there. The unit is full right now, so we will have to wait for several days before we can move her.”

Dad found out who the man was and where he lived. He told him he would contact my private nurse to see if she would help. Of course, she said she would. I don’t know if Dad paid for her services or not, though I imagine she didn’t charge the sailor’s family. The little girl was there for several more days before she was transferred. The sailor came to my room. In his hand he carried a model ship. 

He said, “This a model of a Navy destroyer, just like the one I am on. It was painted in camouflaged colors of blue, pink, green, and brown so enemy planes couldn’t spot it. We chased Japanese submarines and tried to sink them. Sometimes, during big storms at sea called typhoons, the waves would go completely over the top of the ship. I want you to have this model of my ship because your father helped me and my little girl.”

I still have that model, though it has had some bruises. As I grew older, I learned to cherish it more. I never knew the name of that sailor, but I’ll never forget the gift he gave me. It was a symbol of gratitude by a sailor who needed someone to help. My dad could have sat and watched, but he intervened and supplied the help. 

One evening, two teenaged men walked into my room. They were Wayne Plett and Wayne Bangert, who were good buddies and good friends of our family. Wayne Bangert was my cousin, although much older. I don’t know if my Aunt Georgie or Wayne Plett’s mom encouraged them to visit me, but it was memorable. They read me stories and helped me color in my coloring book. 

Wayne Plett was a cut-up. He had a deep voice and a funny laugh. He found a drawing of Bugs Bunny and started to fill in the picture, only he added his personal touch. 

He said, “I believe I’ll make old Bugs an Indian. I will put a feather between his ears.” 

So he drew a feather with a headband. They didn’t leave until the intercom announced visiting hours were over. I’m sure they spent the rest of their evening cruising the streets of Davenport.

I finally got to come home after four weeks in the hospital. Doctor Schroeder felt I could finish my convalescing at home. The weather was warming, and spring was just around the corner. 

Dad and Bert were rendering lard from butchering several hogs when Mom and I returned home. We butchered our own hogs in late February. Rendering the fat
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