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INTRODUCTION
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Located in the west-central part of the state, Missouri's Benton County is blessed by the convergence of vast prairie land to the north, as well as the beauty of the Ozark hills to the south. Where these two landscapes come together, near the middle of the county, a colorful German small town emerged with the arrival of its earliest settlers around 1840.

This picturesque little community of Cole Camp is my hometown. Although it's been over 45 years since I've lived there, the town has never been far from my heart. It was there where the values that would shape my life were learned. I was blessed with a mother and a grandfather who instilled a strong faith in me and with a community of caring friends and neighbors who watched out for me. It's been said that it takes a community to raise a child. Maybe nowhere has that statement rang truer than in Cole Camp.

Although the community's commerce was well established long before the late 1870s, it was then, fueled by rumors of a new railway that would pass through the town's northern edge, that the foresight of many businessmen gave them the courage to relocate the town's business district to its current location. The stories that will follow are those of some of the men who shaped the town into what it is today.

I hope you'll enjoy learning about these men and how they built a town.
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A VISIT WITH FRIENDS

Yesterday morning, I paid a visit to several of each of your relatives. A few of them were at the Men's Coffee, but most of them were at a couple of other stops that I made before going there.

I don't know if my latest round of writing about the early characters of Cole Camp has done anything for you. I hope that it has because it's totally changed my outlook on local history and the way I go about my visits to Cole Camp.

The time that I've spent researching stories for "The Houses Of Trade" has turned up so many names that I had never heard of. I knew nothing of them, but each time a name continued to pop up in various sources, I became more curious.

So, where were my two spots early yesterday morning? At two local cemeteries, of course. Before you think I've gone morbid on you, let me explain. I really wanted to go, rather than the sense of duty that has taken me to cemeteries in the past; and I can't wait to go to more of them on future trips.

You see, these names on the stones were people of our community. They were fathers, mothers, grandfathers, and uncles. They were real people who lived colorful lives that shaped the town we now call home.

In researching and writing stories about these people, I've become close to them. When I arrived at the cemeteries yesterday, I went straight to the back rows. The older sections. That's where I found Christian Binder, the owner of the town's first saloon. I visited Edgar Schwald, who was one of the turn-of-the-century businessmen. John Henry Duffendack, early City Mayor, 2nd Ward Alderman, and long-time railway clerk was there.

But, it wasn't just them. I stopped to visit at almost every stone, where my heart was cheered by the memories of Gene Metzner, Roy & George Donnell, as well as their father. I paused to remember Herbie Luetjen, John and Genevive Kroenke, and a nearly endless list of names of people that I DID know from my earlier days.

As for those new friends I've been fortunate enough to recently meet while researching, these people as so much in danger of being forgotten forever. They each have stories. They had grandchildren, and still have great-grandchildren somewhere today that know nothing about them. That's sad.

You know, from my writing, how dearly I loved my Grandpa Balke. Well, it dawned on me the other night that I know so very little about him from the years before I was born. That's the inspiration that will lead me to continue with these projects; so, an heir of some of the people I write about might come to know their ancestor. 

But it's not only that. You and I need to know these people so we can fully appreciate where we came from and how our town was built. We can only avoid repeating past mistakes by knowing our history. In our community, what a rich and colorful history it is!
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THANKFUL FOR LESSONS LEARNED

These days, whenever I sit down to tell a story from my youth, I'm always amazed to think just how much life has changed since then.

It was the Spring of 1966 when I was eight years old. I'd just started my lawnmowing business with two or three neighborhood widow ladies' yards, and no doubt Grandpa had "encouraged" them to hire me. He was either my best agent at the time, or other ladies saw I could do the job at that early age because my client list soon grew.

On one of these days, I was using my father's lawnmower when he wanted to mow our lawn. This made him mad, and he let his feelings be clearly known. Had he been more reasonable about it, I'd likely have mowed our lawn for all the years I remained under that roof. but, come to think of it, that would have never worked, as he wouldn't have thought I'd done it right.

So, what wound up being the case, was that I walked down the street to Grandpa's house to see if I could borrow his mower to finish the yards on that day. He, of course, consented, but he, in his wisdom, made me a business proposition that truly set things in motion for me. And, by the way, I did mow Grandpa's yard for several years.

He proposed that I needed to buy my own mower if was going to be in business. Keeping in mind that I was just newly turned eight years old, I had little money. But, I now had the means of making more of it. He suggested that he would buy the mower, while I would pay him back in weekly installments, which I did.

So, he and I, without consulting my parents, walked uptown to Carl Wilcken's hardware store on North Maple Street, Battle Row, as we knew it, to purchase my first mower. Carl and Grandpa were friends, so naturally, some talking in German took place, possibly to explain my plight, if not to bargain on price a bit.

The mower was purchased for $55, an astoundingly high price in my young mind. But, I was the owner of my first mower, which would lead me to unimagined new heights of financial freedom. We walked the six or seven blocks to Grandpa's house, as I pushed my new possession. His smokehouse would house the mower, to avoid infuriating my father by "taking up space" in our garage at home.

My business grew by leaps and bounds over the next several years until my high school graduation. Two or three more mowers were purchased over those years, all of which I paid for with my own check, drawn on my account at the local bank. That business, under the advice of Grandpa, taught me the beauty of compounded interest. A passbook savings account was started, followed by deposit certificates at varied terms to
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