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A Memoir






A
personal memoir requires a different style than a legal opinion.
Neither is a memoir the same as a biography, which aims for the
objective, factual account of a life. A memoir, as I understand it,
makes no pretense of denying its subjectivity. Its matter is one
person’s memory, and memory by nature is selective and colored by
emotion. Others who participated in the events I describe will no
doubt remember some details differently, though I hope we agree on
the essential truths.

—Sonia Sotomayor






[image: tmp_1b02e141d4cd5807f8b86dff7e1f8e4b_O6XByY_html_m75db7027.jpg]

I agree. While my notes are different from
what I would write for an accounting procedure or a Bible study,
they are my memories. The readers may have different memories and
may know of many events that I have forgotten or omitted, and that
is OK with me.

—Wanda Yohn

















I have documented my memories in this book
primarily for my two sons and their families.

To my six granddaughters, who are strong
Texas women, read my memories, set your own goals, and bring them to reality.

 


 



Dedication
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To my parents, L. C. Strawn and Odessa Wills
Strawn

 


My father, L. C., gave me the love and
pursuit of continual learning, encouraging me to always do my best. He bragged incessantly and
challenged me to succeed. I have met many challenges and achieved
many accomplishments because of his expectations, which have over
time become my expectations.

My mother, Odessa, placed the highest
priority on our attending church. Not being at church became an
option only if someone was sick or a huge family event was planned. She made sure we were all in the
right place every week to learn about salvation, faith, and upright
living. My mother had a true servant’s heart and gave endlessly to
her “neighbors”—not just those next door, but many others. And she
taught me to cook.

Both my father and my mother left a
profound, immeasurable influence on my sons, Steve and Ed, who
often spent large amounts of time with them during the summers.

My parents, along with the influence of
countless others along the way, formed me into the person I have
become. I owe all of them, and many of you, boundless gratitude.
May God bless you and use you!






L. C. Strawn

August 29, 1911 – September 16, 2001

Waterman, Shelby County, Texas – Tucumcari,
Quay County, New Mexico






Eula Odessa Wills
Strawn

April 22, 1914 – February 19, 2004

Oletha, Limestone County, Texas – Tucumcari,
Quay County, New Mexico


 Contents

[image: tmp_1b02e141d4cd5807f8b86dff7e1f8e4b_O6XByY_html_m366a31e0.jpg]






Chapter 1– Early Memories

Chapter 2 – The ABCs of My School Days

Chapter 3 – In the Garden

Chapter 4 – Church and Faith

Chapter 5 –Honor, Mother; Honor, Father

Chapter 6 – Memories of My Grandparents

Chapter 7 – My Teen Years

Chapter 8 – Life in Oregon

Chapter 9 – On the Road Again

Chapter 10 – All in a Day’s Work

Chapter 11 – Texas-Bound

Chapter 12 – Family History

Chapter 13 – A Love Affair with Travel

Chapter 14 – Reflective Questions

Chapter 15 – Closing Thoughts

Chapter 16 – Giving Thanks

Chapter 17 – Quotes

Chapter 18 – Scrapbook Collection

Questions for the Reader

Sources







 Chapter 1

[image: tmp_1b02e141d4cd5807f8b86dff7e1f8e4b_O6XByY_html_m366a31e0.jpg]

Early Memories

 


My earliest memory, though brief, is crystal
clear. It was dark on the evening of January 1, 1946, when my
mother, my daddy, and I arrived at the two-room house near
Tucumcari, New Mexico, that would be our home. That is the extent
of this memory, two weeks before my third birthday—arriving in the
dark at that house. It must have been an exciting time, as it is
such a clear memory. Daddy certainly would have pursued this new
adventure with the same enthusiasm he did many others throughout
his life. I believe there was a light on inside the house; someone
must have been waiting for us to arrive from Lubbock, Texas. My
father had finished his military service and purchased irrigated
farmland near Tucumcari. This farm was my parents’ home until they
died many years later.

The little house was fifteen-by-twenty-four
feet, with the kitchen and the sitting/sleeping area almost equal
in size. The house was built
between the time of purchase, in
June 1944, and our permanent move from Texas. At first, there was no electricity or indoor
toilet. We may have had running water in the kitchen sink because
the house had a well, but I know we had an outhouse some distance
away. I vividly remember the exact spot where it sat. To this day I
keep an extra supply of toilet paper on hand at all times; I never
want to have to use a Montgomery Ward catalog again! In the
kitchen, we had an icebox—the
predecessor of the refrigerator. The top part of the icebox held a
large block of ice, which my daddy bought at the ice house in town.
We kept the milk for drinking in the icebox.

 


Let There Be Light

Also, I can remember that getting
electricity in the community was so exciting. Electricity was
possible because of the Rural Electrification Administration (REA).
The term REA always seemed to garner reverence.

The Rural Electrification Administration
was created as a result of an
executive order issued by Franklin D. Roosevelt in May 1935. In
1936, the US Congress endorsed his action and passed the Rural
Electrification Act. Up until then electricity was widely available
in cities but not on farms and in rural areas. The REA allowed
farmers to form cooperatives, secure loans, and provide the
transmission system and wiring necessary to provide electricity. It
was one of the programs in Roosevelt’s Second New Deal. In 1939 the
REA was put under the US Department of Agriculture. The farm in
Tucumcari currently gets electricity from the Farmers’ Electric
Cooperative in Clovis, one of nineteen in the New Mexico Rural
Electric Cooperative Association.

About the same time that we got electricity
on the farm, a bridge was constructed across Pajarito Creek on
Highway 104 from Tucumcari to Las Vegas. I vaguely remember one
event when there was no bridge, so it must have been 1946 or 1947.
This occasion took place when my aunt, my mother, and my cousin
were with me in a car driving from Tucumcari toward the farm. We
must have thought the car would be able to cross the creek.
However, the creek was flooding, and we stalled in the middle. I do
not know how long we were stranded there, but I clearly recall that
my aunt said, “Water, water everywhere, and not a drop to drink.”
She always had something funny to say.

Tucumcari is
located within Quay County. When I learned the definition of
the word quay, I wondered why a place located inland,
nowhere near a coast or harbor, was named Quay County, but I never
asked. I later learned it was
named for Matthew Quay, a Civil War veteran and US senator
from Pennsylvania who supported statehood for New Mexico. Quay
County formed in 1903 and New
Mexico became the forty-seventh state January 6, 1912. The coming
of the railroad was the initial reason for establishing the town of
Tucumcari. The completion of Conchas Dam with irrigation for the
rich soil was the event that intrigued my father and prompted him
to buy land and the reason my parents moved from Texas.

 


Farm Life

From our time in the two-room house, other
memories have remained with me. We had chickens that appeared at
the back door, near the kitchen, in the mornings. My mother told me
they were coming to see if I was eating my eggs for breakfast.
However, cereal has always been my favorite breakfast, more so than
eggs. My mother served milk in her Little Bo Peep pitcher, one of
my cherished possessions. Sugar and cream were on the table in our
blue cut-glass set, another special treasure. The kitchen sink was
on the west wall near the back door.

While we were living in the “little house,”
which it was known as, my little
sister was born. All four of us were not there long; a larger house
was being built next door. We
finally got an indoor toilet when we moved from the little house
into our new home in April 1948.

We had a barn for the milk cows. At the
time, we had a huge herd of them. The entire process was
fascinating to me. It seems the barn held about ten or twelve cows
at a time for milking. Even though the
milking was done by machines, each cow had to be finished by
hand or stripped. There was a separate room in the front where we
kept the milk in large containers until it was delivered to the local creamery. In my father’s
collection of stories, he says the
herd was twenty-five cows, and he sold them in 1953.
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Farm in Quay County in 1946 or
‘47


As I recall, both the building of the barn
and later the building of the house were done cooperatively by
neighbors who came and worked for a day to complete the majority of
the work. The dairy barn was the first of many outbuildings over
the years. In my yard today I have a brick from the dairy barn.

Around that time I learned to cook. I
remember cooking when we were still in the little house, as my
mother was not able to stand due to phlebitis, vein inflammation
caused and exacerbated by the upcoming birth. In today’s
terms we would say she was on bed
rest. I cannot remember any of the meals I cooked, but my cooking
at age five generated a lot of discussion that I recall.

Before my sister was born, my mother
was hospitalized in Lubbock for
what seemed like a long time. I stayed with my grandmother and can
remember when my daddy arrived to see the baby. The area from
Tucumcari to Lubbock, where he traveled, was experiencing severe
cold weather January 27 and 28, 1948. It was seven degrees in
Tucumcari, ten degrees in Clovis, and twelve degrees in Lubbock. Of
course, I did not realize at the time just how dangerously ill my
mother was. In the last two or three years of her life she told me how desperately she wanted to
save the baby, my sister, Darlene.

Throughout the years I continued to cook
meals for the family. Because of my allergies I did not go to the fields, with a few notable
exceptions, but stayed inside to cook the noon meal for everyone
during the summer months. We always ate dinner at noon and supper
in the evening. As is typical with farmers, the noon meal was the
bigger meal. My favorite meal to fix was fried round steak, mashed
potatoes, and gravy. In the summer I would cook fried okra,
crookneck squash, and green beans or black-eyed peas from the
garden. When I was very young, my mother raised chickens, and we
would frequently kill a chicken and cook it for lunch. My daddy’s
favorite part was the gizzard, and often after the blessing the gizzard would be gone and his lips would be moving.

One early memory is gathering eggs from the
chickens in the henhouse. You had to be brave and swift to get eggs
out from under the hens. One time when I was six or seven, I was
collecting eggs when lightning struck not far away, killing three
lambs just the right size for butchering. What Daddy didn’t know at
the time was whether the meat would be fit to eat since the lambs
were killed by lightning and not in the normal way, letting the
blood drain out. He chose to have one of the sheep butchered and
packaged, and as it turned out, the meat was good.

Near the chicken house my father dug a deep pit for the storage of silage
for the winter feed for the cows. I loved the way the silage
smelled. Even in the winter, with snow piled on top, it was warm
and cozy in the silage pit. In the last years of her life my mother continued to use the silage pit
as a garbage dump until she
learned that one needed a permit to run a private dump.

 


Raising Sheep

Among many animals, my daddy raised sheep.
One winter we ended up with seven orphan lambs, which I bottle-fed.
Of course, they became attached to me, just as pets become attached
to their owners. As the lambs grew, they vigorously attacked their
bottles. Eventually they had to go
to the livestock auction to be sold. My parents told me the auction
company chose my favorite to be a lead sheep going through the
auction pens and it would not be
slaughtered. That would be a nice story if it was true. I will never know, and it is best that
way. When as an adult I raised steers for meat, I would give them
each a meat-themed name, such as Stew, Chuck, or T-bone.

A few years later my daddy and I had a
disaster with a number of sheep.
Late one afternoon the two of us and a farmworker were moving the
herd of sheep from one pasture back to the barn and corral area.
The field that we needed to go around had been irrigated that day
or very recently. Sheep will follow their leader, and before we
could react, the sheep began to sink into the mud. Their wool, made
heavy with mud, pulled them under.
And many other sheep followed the first ones into the same muddy
pit. I am not sure if we knew how many sheep drowned in the mud
that day, but it was more than a few. The three of us were
helpless.

Sheep are among the most helpless of
animals. Without the protection of a shepherd, they will get lost
or tangled, drown in mud, or follow their leader to disaster. The
Bible says a lot about our need as
people for a shepherd. Jesus, the Good Shepherd, is with us always.
He takes us to cool water and lush, green pastures. We can depend
on our Shepherd to provide for and protect us.

In my travels I have visited sheep ranches in Ireland and New
Zealand and driven past miles and
miles of sheep ranches in England. The Nazareth Village in Israel
has sheep and a shepherd. From childhood to now I have always loved
sheep.

 


Tragedy Strikes

Another disaster has December 13, 1951,
permanently etched in my memory. Not a year goes by that I do not
think of the disaster that day in the town of Tucumcari when I was
not quite nine years old. Early in the morning the city’s ground-level water storage tank
failed, killing people and causing a lot of damage to homes.

Because our family lived in the country, we
might not have been affected personally except that the public
water system in town, which the schools used, was compromised and
possibly contaminated. What I clearly remember is that everyone had
to go to Sands Dorsey Drug Store and stand in line on the sidewalk
to get a shot, most likely a typhoid shot. The immensity of the
disaster and the concern of all adults are probably what seared
that date into my memory.

 


Caring for the Cotton

When we got older, we had to help hoe the
weeds from the rows of cotton, or “chop cotton,” as it was called. The rows were one-quarter of a
mile long, and we got paid ten cents per row. The job had to
be done before the Fourth of July,
and then we would go on a trip to the mountains of New Mexico. Work
then reward! When we came in for our lunch break, we had to sharpen
our hoes with a metal file. When
we found weeds, we had to hoe them out next to the cotton plants
and then push dirt back up next to the roots of the plants without
disturbing them. It was a technique to learn. It was very important
to protect the roots of the plants. Anytime there was field
work, we had to wear one of
Daddy’s long-sleeved shirts and a homemade bonnet with cardboard
slats for stiffening. My mother believed in taking care of our skin
long before sunscreen was on the market or we even heard of skin
cancer.

 


Learning to Ride

As a young girl I had a bicycle and learned
to ride; however, the majority of the time the tires were flat due
to that bane of country life in New Mexico, the goathead sticker. It is sometimes called puncture vine, while the scientific
name is Tribulus Terrestris. If you have not encountered a goathead, these stickers are very strong and
easily puncture tires, footballs, and basketballs, not to mention
the feet of little girls. Pulling one out of your foot is painful
and tricky because there are two more thorns on either side of the
large one that is lodged in your
skin. The best way to get rid of goatheads is to burn them because the sticker is the
seed.

I never did become proficient at riding a
bicycle, but I see a spiritual truth in this story. We, the human
race, got thorns after sin came into the garden, as we read in
Genesis 3:18. It could be wishful thinking, but personally I hope the thorns go into the lake of
fire, along with Satan, as promised in Revelation 20:10.

Growing up on a farm gave me a wealth of
knowledge and experience that would be hard to gain in any other
way. We learned to work hard, and as it was always said in my
family, “We work hard, and we play hard.” There was always a sense
of work and reward. A work ethic developed on the farm is never dimmed.


No
experience is ever wasted.
Everything has meaning.

—Oprah Winfrey

 


Picture-Perfect

The backdrop to the house and farm was
always the mesa just to the west and behind our property. I wish I
had gone there to explore, but the ever-present rattlesnake was a
major deterrent. The mesa is very
picturesque and creates a beautiful setting. The majority of the
time the mesa was various shades
of tan and beige, but occasionally with a
rain in the spring a lot of green would appear. From the
front of the house the view was
Tucumcari Mountain, another distinctive mesa. Tucumcari Mountain appears to have the same outline
no matter how you approach the town.
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Tucumcari Mountain

 


Guardian Lady

When I was a child, we had a collie on our
farm. She was dark in color, not the color of Lassie, and it was
long before the television show. Often on the farm we would see rattlesnakes, sometimes right
at the back door, and sometimes on the back side of the farm.

No matter the time of day or night, if Lady
found a snake, she would stand it down and bark until my daddy
arrived to kill it. He knew her “snake bark,” and he would go to
her, even in the middle of the night. If he was on the tractor, she would bark until he shut the
tractor down and heard her. My daddy always killed snakes with a
shovel, cutting their heads off. You should never kill a snake with
a hoe, we were taught, because the normal action of a hoe is to drag it toward you. As you may know,
even after the head of the snake has been cut off, the body still
moves for some time. After the head of a snake was off, Lady would
step in and pick up the body and shake it until there was no
movement. Lady always protected those she loved.

 


Never wound a snake; kill it.

—Harriet Tubman

 


Over the years there have been people in my
life who remind me of Lady. These are the people who come to you
and stay with you until a problem has been dealt with and a sense of
calm is restored. They help you fight the danger and the
evil that beset you. I do not recall when Lady died, but I suspect
it was after I went away to college, as about fifteen years would
have been a reasonable life span. Though my mother never allowed
dogs in the house, there were a couple of situations when she did
let Lady come inside. One of them was during a lightning storm.
Lady did not like lightning. Also, Lady did not like guns, and it
seems survey equipment resembled guns to her, so Lady would be
allowed inside when someone arrived with guns or survey tools in
the back of his pickup.
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Aerial Photo of Childhood Farm in
1956

Lifelong Friends

 


So
long as the memory of certain beloved friends lives in my heart, I
shall say that life is good.

—Helen Keller

 


It must have been shortly after we moved to Tucumcari that my family made
friends with Lee and Sandy Mecham and their family. Their children
were Sharon, Gary, Carol, and later, Patrick. I have seen early
pictures of us; Sharon and I were three years old, so that would
have been in my first year in Tucumcari, 1946. We were close
friends all through school and in the same grade. The Mechams were
an integral part of many, many family activities. I have very few
childhood memories that do not include activities with Lee and
Sandy and their family.

When I was fourteen years old my mother decided it was time for her, my
sister, and me to take swim lessons, and Sandy was our teacher.
Prior to that time my mother had believed swimming would make
my allergies worse, but for whatever reason she changed her mind that summer. My mother, my
sister, and I all took beginner swim lessons at the same time at
the public pool. Later I took private diving lessons with
Sandy.

Not too long after the swim lessons my daddy
got a boat, so we all took up waterskiing, again with Sandy as the
teacher. We spent many hours at Conchas Lake picnicking and
waterskiing.

While our families did not attend the same
church, we had a common bond of faith. One particular memorable event was a Halloween Party my
mother gave at our house for the teens in the church, which she
asked Sandy and Lee to attend. She thought it was great fun that
Lee came as a red devil and Sandy came as a fortune-teller and told
fortunes for the teens. That night my mother cooked hamburgers for
everyone on the large griddle she had built in our backyard near
the little house. It is doubtful those two costumes would
be welcomed at church events in
today’s culture, but in that era
we had a wonderful time.

Sandy Mecham was a positive influence in my
life and very influential during my youth. She had an open,
no-nonsense approach to everything. I recall one of her favorite
phrases was, “Oh, pshaw!” Today, one of my treasured possessions is
a thank-you note that I received in response to a thank-you note I
sent to Sandy for a contribution or gift when my father passed in
September 2001.

Lee Mecham worked for the Soil Conservation
Service (SCS), which was
established in April 1935 following a survey of wind and
water erosion on 1.9 billion acres in the United States. The SCS
was the result of years of efforts of Hugh Hammond Bennett to
awaken public concern for the
problem of soil erosion. The effects of the Dust Bowl emphasized
the severity of wind and water erosion and the SCS was established as a “federal commitment to the
conservation of the nation’s soil and water resources.” The decade
following World War II was a time of growth for the SCS, with
increased appropriations for programs and a greater number of
farmers working with SCS to develop conservation programs for their
farms. My father bought his farm in 1944, part of that post-World
War II growth. The SCS was placed under the US Department
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