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It is too bad that people can't block portions of their lives from their minds, but I have not 

been able to do that. So, I look back on my life with a mixture of feelings; rejection, anger, 

frustration and a deep sadness that stays with me always. 

My first remembrance [is] when I was a little past two years old . My mother would go off and 2

leave me locked in a hotel room in Cheyenne, Wyoming. I don't remember having any toys to 

play with, so I would pull a chair up to the dresser and get into Mom's face powder, putting it 

on me, the mirror and all over the lamp. The door burst open and my dad came in, took his 

razor strap off the door knob, where he hung it by a string. He grabbed me off of that chair 

and gave me a terrible beating. It seemed the longer he spanked me the harder he hit me. 

I look back on that horrible experience and I can't keep from getting tears in my eyes, for that 

tiny little girl that was not too healthy, not pretty at all, with very little, almost black hair, 

dark skin, and little scrawny arms and legs. No I wasn't pretty, just a very unhealthy timid 

child. I didn't realize until later that Mom had sent my dad up to that room to straighten me 

out. So many things are clear to me now that I didn't know then. 

After he left that day, I pulled the chair over by the bed so I could get up on it. I curled up in 

the middle of the bed and sobbed myself to sleep. My folks came in after dark and Mom 

carried me over to the old trunk, took off my slippers and told me to go to sleep. I don't think I 

had any food, only breakfast that day. That old trunk was my bed for years after that. 

It seemed we were going someplace by train, all of the time after that. My dad was a [rail?] 

car inspector. How he kept his job, I will never know. He was a real boozer. One day, they 

decided to go back to his old home in Montpelier, Indiana. He had two sisters there. One was 

very nice, May was her name. The other one was Bet and she was a real bear cat. She would 
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go down to some saloon where her husband liked to go and drink himself into oblivion. She got 

him out of those places in a hurry, as she always had a gun. She would get him started in the 

right direction, and had been known to fire a shot or two at his heels to hurry him up. 

After we left Indiana, my folks went to Topeka and left me with Mom's parents. I didn't see 

them again until I was four years old. I loved staying at my grandparent’s. There was also two 

aunts and an uncle to play with and the reason I say play with, my uncle was two years older 

than me. His name was Chilton. Then there was Bessie and Emma Belle. There was only six 

years difference in our ages. Grandma was Mom's stepmother as her mother had died when 

Mom was six years old. Mom would never accept grandma. I'm sure grandma would have 

been very happy if Mom would have treated her at least as a friend, but Mom was so stubborn 

she would tell her little brother not to call grandma mother or mom. Mom even called 

grandma Sophy [Sophie?] instead of Sophia. It made her feel like she was getting even with 

grandma for marrying grandpa. Poor grandpa. He must have wondered why he had been 

“blessed” with such a child. He could do nothing to get her to act nice to the woman he had 

married, so his three little children could have a normal home like other children had. He had 

to send her to live with first one relative [and then another], and finally she lived with the 

only aunt that would take her in. She married my dad at a very young age. I was born when 

she was barely seventeen. 

Grandma had a baby girl in January before I was born in March. Her name was Laura and she 

was a pretty, dark haired, [and] healthy baby. Grandma took care of both of us. I never knew 

where my mother was during that time but grandma made Laura and my clothes alike, only 

mine were not as large. We certainly didn't look like twins. When we were a year old, she 

would scratch my face and I pulled her hair. I carried scars for years from her fingernails, but 

they finally faded away. Laura died at a little over a year old with what doctors used to call 

“galloping consumption.” I am sure today, it would be diagnosed as pneumonia. They were 

getting her ready for burial when she spit up on her dress, so they buried her in my dress that 

was exactly like hers. 

Grandma was a good church member. She was sure we went to Sunday school and then came 

up to sit beside her in church. One Sunday she got us all fixed up in our best clothes, saying 

Aunt Myrtle was going to be baptized and for us to hurry up to sit beside her so we could see 
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it. I was so excited, I could hardly wait for Sunday school to be over. Shortly after we were 

seated, Aunt Myrtle walked out to where the minister stood, waiting proud[ly] that 

something wonderful was going to happen to her. My joy was short lived. The minister picked 

her up and lowered her into a thing of water. He lifted her up to where she was standing with 

water streaming from her hair down her face and robe. I was stunned by that and the next 

thing I knew he did the same thing again! I stood up screaming “NO! NO!” Poor grandma, she 

must have been embarrassed, but she gathered me close to her, talking softly, assuring me 

that Aunt Myrtle was all right and would soon be out to go home with us. My tears soon 

stopped.  3

When we walked out, grandma was carrying me and when we got up to the Reverend to shake 

hands with him, as he always did to each of his parishioners, he took me from grandma and 

talked to me and told me he hadn't hurt aunt Myrtle at all. He explained that “now Aunt 

Myrtle would go to Heaven, and look here she comes now all safe.” Sure enough she and Uncle 

Noble were walking towards us, both of them smiling. 

I was never afraid of the Reverend again, when he got up and preached “Hellfire and 

Damnation.” His voice could get pretty loud, but I knew he wasn't mean - only trying to teach 

the people the way to their own salvation. 

Time was getting short for my going back to my mother. My grandparents beginning to tell me 

how glad my mother would be to see me. They even talked about my dad being glad to see me 

too. But it seemed they weren't as interest[ed] in him as they were my mother. They bought 

me a little plaid dress and a pair of little black slippers to wear on the trip. I was so proud of 

my new clothes. I kept trying them on until grandma told me they would be wore out before I 

could wear them to see my mother. So, I just looked at them, dreaming of how my mother 

would would think her little girl had grown up and was so pretty now. 

The day finally came when Eddy Roubidioux came to get me for the trip back to western 

Kansas. He had been to see his father who was in a mental hospital and he had told Mom he 

would bring me back with him. At the last minute I looked around at my family, my aunts and 

uncle and the grandparents I loved so dearly, and almost backed out. Grandma had packed 
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my small suitcase with the pretty little dresses, underwear she had put lace on, and my 

scruffy old slippers to wear when I got there, instead of my shinny new ones. Grandpa carried 

me and Eddy carried the suitcases. We had to hurry as we were a bit late, so I didn't have time 

to look back and keep waving to the ones I was leaving behind. The train pulled in just as we 

got there, I clung to grandpa until he handed me to Eddy. Eddy lifted me up to the conductor 

and boarded the train himself. We found a couple seats and sat down. I was looking anxiously 

for grandpa and just as the train started to pull out of the station, he was standing looking up 

at me. He was smiling but there were tears in his eyes. I looked at him as long as I could see 

him. There was a such a feeling of of of loss that I wished I could stop the train and run back to 

stay with this kind and dear person forever. I curled up in my seat with my back to Eddy. He 

tried talking to me but I was too shy to say anything to him. It wasn't long before I realized my 

nose was bleeding. I tried to find the hankie that grandma had put in my pocket but it was 

gone. I spent the night using my slip and finally my dress to try and stop it. We got into the 

station [just] as the sun was coming up. When Eddy lifted me down off the train he must have 

almost fainted at the sight of my blood soaked clothes [with] my face and hands smeared with 

blood. "My GOD Elsie, are you hurt?” I shook my head no and mumbled “nosebleed.” Eddy 

took me straight to the hotel where Mom worked. He explained to her what had happened. 

The great welcome I had looked forward to vanished. She grabbed me by the hand and rushed 

me upstairs to her room, all the time scolding me for not using my handkerchief. “But I lost 

it!” I told her, my voice barely above a whisper. All the time she was getting my clean clothes 

on, she was scolding me. I wondered where the hugs and kisses were, that my grandparents 

had said she should give me because she would be so glad to see me. I never saw my pretty 

plaid dress again and when I asked her where it was, she told me she had thrown the dirty 

thing away. 

When my dad came home that evening [Mom] told me to go give him a kiss. I took one look at 

this man that was my dad, and there was something familiar about him [that] I didn't 

recognize at [the] moment. I reluctantly went over to him and he proceeded to do something 

so bizarre and cruel - I have never figured out why he did it. He put his hands on each side of 

my head and lifted me up by the head until my face was almost even with his, and then he put 

his mouth over my mouth and nose, holding me until my lungs were about to collapse from no 

air. I was so desperate for air, my legs and arms were flailing wildly. I couldn't get loose. He 

finally let me go and I fell to the floor trying to get air into my tortured lungs. When I finally 
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could breath again I looked up at Mom and this horrible person and started crying. I couldn't 

believe they could stand there laughing. This man soon told me to stop crying or he would 

give me something to cry about. He walked over to the door and took a razor strap off the 

door knob. At that instant I recognized [this] man as the one that had given me that terrible 

whipping back in that hotel in Cheyenne Wyoming. 

That night when it was time to go to bed, the old trunk was carried down stairs and set on the 

landing at the bottom. I asked Mom why [I] couldn't sleep in her room, but she told me I was 

going to sleep down there or my dad would give me a good spanking. That was a threat that 

kept me afraid for years [since] it didn't take much for him to spank me. I look back on those 

days and realize he enjoyed spanking me and and [doing] that horrible smothering thing [to] 

me. I got so I hid to escape being shut off from the air I fought for so hard. 

Mom sent me to school [where] the teacher didn't want to bother with me. But Mom kept 

sending me any way.  The teacher let me sit and color all day. 4

When I first got back I was a very sick little girl. Mom didn't know what was wrong with me 

until one day I told her I had been exposed to the measles. Mrs. Friar asked me if grandma 

had given me lots of hot lemonade and tea to drink and when nodded my head yes she told 

Mom to start giving me cold drinks to make me break out as the measles had broken out on 

the inside. [Mrs. Friar] was a smart lady. In just a few days I was the reddest kid you ever saw 

and felt much better. 

One night I walked in my sleep, and I was suddenly startled awake by something. I had walked 

way out of town to the north. It was a brilliant. moon lit night. I could see where town was 

and, instead of crying at being out there all alone, I turned and walked back to the hotel and 

got back into my trunk bed and went to sleep. The next morning, when I told Mom, she didn't 

believe me and when my dad got home she told him I had told her this big fib. He got his razor 

strap and gave me another hard spanking, promising me a much harder one if ever lied again. 

As I look back on the times he used that razor strap on me for the least excuse, [I] know he 

derived great pleasure out of it. For a man as mean and worthless as he was, I can’t see how 

he [had] the least right to act like a person of great virtue. 

 end page 24

The Unwanted Child  - Page �  of �5 47



Soon after that, I came home from school one day to find the [hotel] rooms down stairs in 

shambles. Mrs. Friar’s husband had gotten drunk [and] didn't have enough whiskey so he 

drank all of Mrs. Friar’s vanilla. He flew into such a rage [that] he literally destroyed that 

hotel. Mom wanted me to see him as he had dropped dead and was lying on a bed just off the 

living room. I hardly recognized him [since] he was dressed up in a nice suit and his hair was 

combed. Usually [his hair] hung down over his face and he was always drunk and funny 

looking. I didn't like to look at him and ran out of the room. That was the first dead person I 

had ever seen. Later I heard Mrs. Friar tell Mom that she shouldn't have taken me into see 

Mr. Friar. That I was too young to to realize what death really was. But Mom said it was time I 

“learned a thing or two.” As I look back on [those] times [when] she would have an excuse for 

some of the thoughtless things she did, I didn't realize that deep down I knew she didn't love 

me at all. I was trying to make her love me by being a very good little girl, but I never 

succeeded. That night, when my bed time came, I ask[ed] my mother if I could sleep in her 

room. I told her I could sleep on the floor and would be very quiet. She told me to get up on my 

trunk and no more foolishness. I got up on the old trunk and tried to go to sleep, but was 

afraid that, when the lights were all out, I would be alone with Mr. Friar lying in that bedroom 

across the long living room. After the lights were all out and everything was quiet, I peeked 

up over the covers to see the door was open to the room where he [lay], not moving, just there 

with his hair combed nicely and his hands folded across his chest. I lay trembling with fright 

until I finally fell asleep. 

Later that night I had a horrible nightmare. Mr. Friar had walked out of the room where he 

had been lying and slowly walked to where I was sleeping. His hair was no longer combed but 

hung ever his forehead as it usually [had]. He reached my bed and was about to grab me when 

I woke up screaming. The next thing I knew, my dad was coming down the stairs carrying a 

lamp in one hand and his razor strap in the other. He was about to yank the quilts off of me 

and spank me when Mrs. Friar stopped him. “Jim you can’t whip this child for having a 

nightmare. Can’t you see she is frightened to death?” My dad hated to give up the chance of 

spanking me [but] he finally turned and went back up stairs telling me that one more deal like 

that, he would really let me have it. After he left, Mrs. Friar pulled my covers up and 

smoothed my hair down and kissed me gently on the forehead, telling me every thing was all 

right as she and a friend were sitting in Mr. Friar’s room to keep him company all night. I felt 
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a warm glow of knowing some one cared enough to reassure me that I was safe. I wished it 

had been my mother who [had] come down to see what was wrong, but she never showed up 

at all. 

Mrs. Friar closed the hotel shortly after and it burned to the ground not long after that. My 

folks went to Goodland and he worked at a dairy east of town. The man that owned the dairy, 

divided up his milk cows [between] my dad and a family by the name of DeLong. My dad 

[would] sneak out before the two [DeLong] fellows were up and would milk about half the milk 

from their cows. He finally got caught and [was] fired. 

The DeLong’s had three or four children and I idolized their daughter Maude. She was going 

to school every morning [and] I cried when she left and greeted her when she got home at 

night, as if she had been gone for months. I think she enjoyed the adoration. She was a sweet 

and dear friend. I write to her all the time yet today, after almost seventy years. 

So my folks went to work for Lundsway's south of Colby. Mom cooked for the harvest hands. 

That was where I learned to milk cows. Lundsway's must have had a lot of patience to put up 

with me, but I soon mastered the art of milking and would get up at four in the morning to 

help. After the harvest was over, we went to the Marshall ranch [where] my dad helped out 

over on the main ranch. We lived about three miles [away] on a place that belonged to the 

ranch. 

The fall I started school, [something] happened the [very] first day. The way I [was] to [walk 

to school], according to my folks, was to cut across this big pasture that was two miles across. 

I started out that first morning, carrying my syrup-bucket lunch pail wondering if I would 

meet some nice friendly kids [and] looking forward to my first day.  About a mile from home I 5

suddenly found myself surrounded by a big herd of cattle. They had me standing there as still 

as a mouse, too scared to move. Some of them were digging up the ground with their front 

[hooves] and making low bellowing sounds. I stood there for what seemed like years not 

knowing what to do - my lunch pail gripped tightly in one hand. The cows kept getting closer 

and closer, wanting to see what creature had invaded their territory. All at once, [I] dropped 

my lunch pail. It must have had a spoon and some kind of fruit in a jar because it made a 

 end page 35
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clattering noise, startling those monsters that suddenly weren't as brave as they had [been]. 

That gave me a great idea. I picked up that lunch pail and, swinging it over my head, started 

at those cows - yelling like a banshee. They took off in a dead run, dust filling the air. I headed 

for school as fast as I could run. Always after that, I would look to see where they were and if 

they were anywhere close to where I had to cross that pasture, I would hide in a big patch of 

grass until they wandered out of sight. I was late for school a lot of times that year. 

The Marshall's had seen to it that Mom had a nice little team of mares [with a buggy] to drive 

to town for supplies. [The] buggy had a top in case of bad weather or to keep out of the sun. 

One day I heard Mrs. Marshall ask Mom why she didn't take me to school. [With] all of those 

cows and bulls in the pasture, it wasn't safe. But Mom just gave her a smile and told her I was 

getting along just fine. Besides, there [were] so many gates to open, I could be at school by the 

time she got all hitched up to take me. The cattle were finally moved to a pasture closer to 

where the ranch could haul big loads of hay and scatter it on the ground for them. You can bet 

I was very relieved when I didn't have to hide from those cattle and I wasn't late for school 

any more. 

There wasn't very many children at that school, but I became good friends with one girl by the 

name of Mamie Connolly. After we left the ranch, I never saw her again. 

Guess I was the craziest kid in the world. There was a big cliff above the Smokey River that 

ran past our house. One day I was walking along the edge of this cliff when I noticed some 

vines growing down over the bank. They were just beautiful, so I risked my neck to get some 

to take some to Mom. I was so sure she [would] just love them - all green and yellow and red. 

When I rushed home with my offering of love, my mother backed off from me and yelled at me 

to get those things out of there. I ran out to the pasture and threw them away, my feelings 

hurt at the way she had screamed at me. When I got back, she made me wash with strong 

soap and baking soda, all the time scolding me for being so dumb. Come to find out, I had 

picked a bunch of poison ivy! My hands were black with the sap off of it, but I never got any 

rash or anything. 

That Christmas I really looked [forward] to getting a doll that Mom said Santa was going to 

bring me. On Christmas morning I got up early and came out to find a doll buggy and a doll. 
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The buggy had nice blankets and sheets and a pretty pillow with an embroidered case. I was 

so anxious to push that buggy around that I put on my stocking cap and coat and went out on 

the porch that ran on two sides of the house. I was rather scared but there was pretty good 

light shining from the windows. It was so wonderful to pretend I was pushing my baby down a 

street. I hadn't been out there very long when around the house came something all in white, 

making crazy noises and flapping its arms. I let go of the doll buggy and ran screaming to the 

door but when I tried to get in I couldn't. I cried out for Mom to let me in but she didn't. By 

that time I was standing and looking at this horrible thing that was about to get me. I can just 

see how terrified I must have looked. About that time my dad shed the sheets he had on and 

Mom opened the door that [she] had been holding shut so I couldn't get in. They stood there 

and roared with laughter. I couldn't believe they would do such a thing! I took off my coat and 

cap and crawled up on the old trunk and cried myself to sleep. 

When I woke up later, the first thing I thought of was my new doll and buggy. When I went out 

to get [them] there was no buggy or doll. I went back in the house, wondering where they had 

gone. Mom said “you left them out, so I don't know what happened to them.” Later that day 

she relented and gave them back. She had hidden them somewhere. 

Before I was old enough to read, I would look through the old trunk at postcards that Mom 

had saved. There was also lots of old letters that she kept. Finally, I learned to read and would 

turn the cards over to see who they were sent to. All at once, [I noticed] the name “Elsie 

Elizabeth Klose” seemed to be on most of them. When I asked my mother who that person 

was, she said it was some guy she knew once. I also saw that on an envelope addressed to the 

same name was a return to “Charles Duncan,” [which] happened to be my grandpa’s name. 

That puzzled me even more, so I would ask Mom why that person had “my grandpa, too?” The 

answers were always so vague that I knew she was not telling me the truth but was too young 

to figure it out. Besides, she told me to stop bothering her. So I continued to wonder about 

these strange people that she knew but wouldn't talk about. 

The year 1918 ended World War I. People died from a terrible epidemic of a flu that had  6

doctors baffled. I think there was almost as many people died [of flu] as was lost in the War. 

My folks had moved to a ranch called The Armstrong Ranch. We lived in a small house just 
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across from the bosses house. Before we came to this ranch we moved to Topeka and lived in 

a house right across the street from my grandparents. I was so happy to be back close to them 

again, and I slept over at their place. It was wonderful to sleep in a bed once again. I don't 

think I had much interest in the school I went to. There was so many kids running all over the 

school yard and in the class rooms that I felt lost and very much alone. I was still very shy 

and didn't make friends easily, but there was an older girl [who] befriended me which helped 

a lot. One day I got up courage enough to ask her what my folks did every night in bed. I had 

ask[ed] Mom but she told me to shut up and it was none of my business. This girl gave me a 

detailed explanation and ended up saying "and it hurts something terrible.” I couldn't figure 

grown ups out at all. I would hear the moans and groans and hard breathing every night and 

decided my parents were crazy to keep doing something [that] hurt them so much. 

One day, on my way home from school, I passed an old house that set back some distance from 

the street. An old man was standing in front of the house and called to me to come over to 

where he was. Like the innocent I was, I started up the walk towards him when suddenly an 

upstairs window opened and a woman hollered at me “Little girl, you get home right now! And 

don't you ever stop here again!” I was scared to death of this person and I ran as fast as I 

could. I didn't understand why this lady had been so mean while the old man had been so nice. 

That night the lady, who was the old man’s daughter, thought she had him locked up securely 

in the house while she went to the store. The old man was insane and she had taken care of 

him for years rather than put him in a place for the insane. He managed to get out and talked 

a little girl [in]to go[ing] around in back of the house where he strangled [her] to death. 

Always after that, I hurried past that old house, walking as fast as I could, cold chills running 

up my back. Not long after that the doors and Windows were all boarded up. 

We moved back to western Kansas and old Jim, as I called him to myself, started working for 

the Armstrong's. I never stopped to even wonder why he never kept a job very long, but he 

always got to drinking on the job and it didn't take long before he got fired. That winter, my 

folks both got that flu, they thought they were going to die. I carried food to them which they 

ate very little. I emptied the slop jars, as they called it, and kept the stove going to keep them 

warm, [but] I never got it. I don't know why I didn't take diphtheria when I slept with my aunt 

when she had it. But I could eat a bowl of tomato soup for supper and be sick all night. 
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Frances Armstrong and I got along real well and spent hours playing up in the attic of their 

big old house. I would like to have a chance to buy an old house with an attic like that one. It 

was huge and full of old furniture, boxes and trunks full of clothes. [The clothes were] from 

away back in the eighteen hundreds and in excellent shape. No telling what was in all of those 

boxes but it was surely an antique collector dream. Down on the first floor was the kitchen 

and dinning room. Along on the north side of the house was a big ball room. It had a large fire 

place on one end and a stage on the other for the musicians to to play when they had a ball 

and invited a lot of guest[s]. It must have been a millionaires pipe dream to build a house like 

that in the middle of nothing but prairie for miles - only a poor homesteader here and there. 

I went over to play with Francis that Christmas morning, but there was so much going on in 

the kitchen I got a tall stool and sat and watched everyone bustling around laughing and 

joking and having a wonderful time getting the wonderful feast ready to eat. The odors from 

all that food almost made me dizzy. Once in a while some one would give me a bite of this and 

that and it was all delicious. When they were ready to sit down to eat I reluctantly went home. 

Mom had a big batch of vegetable soup made and that was our Christmas dinner. 

Old JIM soon got fired from [the Armstrong] job and he and Mom decided to move to his old 

homestead. He had built a sod house on the one hundred sixty acres. I don't know if he had to 

build the house in order to prove up on It so it would finally be his. We had a dirt floor for over 

a year. The house was surprisingly cool in the summer and warm in the Winter. It had only 

three windows - two small ones and a tall one on the south. Mom would cover those windows 

with newspapers so it was dark in there all of the time. I hate not having any sunlight coming 

in the house and to this day. I hate my drapes pulled, even at night. I get that feeling of being 

<closed in and not getting enough air>. 

I started to school having to walk three miles, but I loved going to that school. The kids were 

so friendly and helpful. So began another phase of life for me that was nice and bad. I went to 

school in all kinds of weather. Its a wonder I hadn't been caught in one of those bad blizzards 

Kansas is noted for. I did come home from school a lot of times when I had to follow fences so I 

wouldn't get lost. My parents never seemed to worry about me. I would walk in the door [and] 

they would be sitting by the stove as if there was nothing to worry about. I look back to their 

attitude towards me and I get a strange feeling about it all. 
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I noticed when people would ask Mom “Is this the only child you have?” and Mom would 

throw up  her hands, looking at me as if the idea was the most unthinkable thing in the world. 7

She would tell them. “Good Heavens! One is enough! I sure wouldn't want another one!” I 

began to feel like there was something very wrong with me. She didn't want me close to her 

and I began to think very little of myself. Looking in a mirror, I would think I must be so ugly 

or maybe there was something that she could see that I didn't know about. Thank goodness 

for my good friends at school that kept me a little comforted. Little did I know [of] the life that 

was ahead of me because she didn't care for me, and would not stand by me when my dad 

whipped me for the least little thing. 

Grandpa must have worried a lot. He would send boxes of oranges and apples pretty often. I 

didn't like the apples because they tasted like a cellar smells, but the oranges were so good I 

begged for more of them when I was hungry. My father would hurry up and eat a lot of [the 

oranges], so they were soon gone. Then he ate the apples. Mom never said a word about 

saving some for me - that I was little and needed oranges. He would still grab me and do his 

smothering act. Each time I hated him more. How I envied my friends who had fathers that 

cared for them. I also noticed how other mothers treated their children, and I began to realize 

the difference from the way mine treated me. I still didn't [give] up trying to get her to love 

me. But she wasn't that interested in me - old Jim was her big interest. His word was law and 

his health and his comfort came first always. 

At first, when we moved to the old homestead, he sent to the Reiger Whisky Company in 

Kansas City, and ordered good whisky. He soon got to where he couldn't afford to, so he 

started getting the regular old rot-gut moonshine. From then [on] he was mean and abusive 

to Mom and me. We hid out in the corn field many times to keep from getting beat up. But in 

spite of his meanness and drinking, she went right on treating him like a King. As for me, I 

became more and more ashamed of him and wondered why I had to have a father like him. He 

was loud mouthed and vulgar when he was drinking. Anyone that he could bully, he would 

treat like dirt. 
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That next harvest he sent Mom to cook for harvest hands at Lundsway's. She left me there 

with old Jim and I guess she figured that was the best. Somehow they managed to get several 

milk cows. She sold cream and kept us in things like coffee, sugar and flour. Of course his 

chewing and smoking tobacco, that all came first. But she knew he would not [properly] take 

care of the cattle or milk the cows - and she was right. He couldn't have cared less when he got 

to drinking. I decided I would really do the chores right and Mom would be so glad when she 

got home and found every thing taken care of so well. One day an old buddy of his showed up 

with a bottle of booze. They drank all evening, getting drunker and drunker. I got the cows 

milked and the chores all done and came to the house. They demanded I get them some 

supper. I fried a big plate of eggs for them. They didn't hardly touch them - they were so busy 

drinking, talking crazy [and] telling dirty jokes. I finally crawled up on the old trunk to go to 

sleep but I didn't put on my night gown. I left all of my clothes on - even my shoes. Some time 

later, I realized they were arguing and was horrified to hear them quarreling over who was 

going to sleep with me! Somehow, I got out of there and ran to a big, tall stack of cane bundles. 

There was a ladder up against the stack - I climbed up and hurriedly pulled some hay bundles 

loose, making a nice little place for me to curl up in. I also pulled the ladder up and put it on 

top. I got down in the hole I had made and put the bundles on top of me, leaving a little hole for 

me to peek out and see what was going on. It wasn't long until they missed me and began 

hollering for me to get back in the house. I was called every name in the book and old Jim was 

threatening me with every punishment he could think of. You can bet [that] I never made a 

sound. They finally went beck to the house - cussing me up one side and down the other. It 

wasn't so bad up on that stack of cane. The wind got up toward morning, and I got a little cold, 

but I felt very safe up there. I could hear little mice rustling around but they didn't bother me. 

They actually made me feel less lonely and like they were little friends. The next morning I 

stayed up on my refuge until I saw old Jim's friend leave. His name was Karl [?] Jackson but 

he was always called Whiskey Jack. That told people something for sure. 

I finally got down off the stack and went out and milked the cows. I was afraid to take the milk 

to the house, so the hogs had a good breakfast. Hunger finally drove me to the house. I opened 

the door very slowly and peeked in to see old Jim lying in bed groaning with a big <migraine>. 

I hoped he suffered <the worst headache> he had ever had in his whole life. So every <minute 

he> grabbed his head in agony, I felt delighted and wished him more of the same. From then 

on, until Mom came home, he was gone. He never came home at night and when he did he 
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looked [like he had] been drunk for ages. I did the chores and did the best I could to take care 

of all the animals. There wasn't much I could find to eat, so I had eggs all of the time and drank 

a lot of milk. But I wouldn't sleep in the house so continued to sleep up on the hay stack with 

<?> the mice. One morning I went to milk [and] the cattle had broken down the corral fence. 

There was a field of young corn just south of the corral [and] those cattle had tromped and 

eaten that field for a long ways. I was shocked and scared of what old Jim would do when he 

saw the damage. I got the fence stapled down to the bottom of a couple posts and getting  the 8

buggy whip I attempted to get the cattle back, but a cow can climb through a barbed wire 

fence and it doesn't bother them at all. If they don't want to cross a fence that is flat on the 

ground they try every trick in the book to keep from going over that fence. I chased those old 

devils until I was so exhausted I could hardly get one foot in front of the other. It must have 

been nine o'clock when they finally decided to go back into the corral. Just at that moment, 

old Jim walked up, took one look at his cornfield and started cussing me out. I still had the 

buggy whip in my hand - he grabbed it from me and started lashing me across the back or any 

place he could hit me. [while] all the time screaming at me that I had let the cows ruin his 

corn. He didn't give me a chance to explain they had gotten out during the night - that I didn't 

know they had gotten out. He threw the whip down and went to the house, leaving me to finish 

fixing the fence. I got the cows milked and took the milk to the house to separate it. I was still 

smarting from the whip lashing he gave me. I never hated him as much as I did at that 

moment. He had made a pot of coffee and was sitting at the table eating a plate of bacon and 

eggs he had cooked for himself - there was nothing for me. He told me to pour him a cup of 

coffee. I made a pretense of getting some cream for it and reached in a little wash stand 

drawer taking out a bottle of Iodine and poured it into his pot of coffee. He always poured his 

coffee into a saucer to cool it, [and then] made a loud sipping noise when he drank it. I stood 

back watching him - my heart beating so hard I was afraid he could hear it. But, he took a sip 

of that coffee and spit it out on the floor - swearing as usual - asking what was wrong with it. I 

got up nerve enough to say he had made it, not me. He dumped the whole pot into the hog 

slop. I heaved a sigh of relief that he hadn't drank. I worried for days that I would go out to 

feed the hogs and they would all be dead, but they seemed to be doing as well as ever. 

Old Jim continued to chase around all [that] day and night, but he left some of the bacon he 

had cooked that night. It was pretty fat so I cut all of the lean part and fried it. It tasted so 
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good I wished there was more of it. He came home one morning and was going to fix himself 

some bacon and eggs again. He saw what I had done to that bacon and got out the razor strap. 

Once more he whipped me so hard [that] I had marks on my body for days. 

Mom got home after almost a month. I don't remember who brought her home, but I had been 

so homesick to see her, and being homesick is almost a physical illness. I had shed a lot of 

tears wishing she was back where I could at least see her. She came walking in and old Jim 

mist have known she would be there that day because he was home too. She acted so glad to 

see him, threw her arms around him and kept saying how good it was to be back. I stood back, 

all at once shy and not knowing what to say. Mom didn't hug me or act too glad to see me. She 

asked me if I had been a good girl. I shook my head yes - wanting to say “But he hadn't!” She 

looked around and said everything looked just fine and old Jim stood there and let her think 

he had been the one that had taken such good care of everything. I didn't dare say anything or 

I would have gotten whipped for telling lies. It was very frustrating to not be able to tell her 

what had really happened. She opened her purse [and] pulled out the check she had earned. 

It was for three hundred and sixty dollars. The reason she had cooked all that time was so he 

could buy another team of work horses, which he needed badly. He bought the team for a little 

over a hundred dollars and spent the rest on rot-gut whiskey. Mom never got one dime of that 

money for herself. 

From that time on, life for me was nothing but hard work. He worked me so hard, there were 

times I could hardly crawl out of bed. 

Mom woke me up at four every morning to go milk. We didn't have a barn then and milked out 

in the open corral. I learned to drive the cow I was milking over to a corner in order [that] the 

other cows couldn't butt her over and spill my bucket of milk. Mom was too stubborn to do the 

same thing, and the got run over and her bucket of milk spilled. She could only milk with one 

hand at a time, so I had more cows to milk than she did. She would go in to the house to 

separate the milk and get breakfast. I would feed all of the livestock, then come in to eat, 

hungry as a bear. Old Jim would still be in bed. He became what he figured was a king but I 

was the victim of his high and mighty actions. 
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He decided to dig a cellar and a cistern [and] I helped him dig both of them. It was hard for me 

to throw the dirt out after we got down a ways, but he would tell me I wasn't trying. He leaned 

on his shovel more than he used it while I struggled to get the dirt out . He thought it was very 

funny. I wanted to hit him with the shovel, but of course I didn't dare do that. We finally got 

them dug and the cellar roofed over and a door put on. He cemented the cistern up to level 

with the ground and then just put a wood cover over it. He made a square opening with a lid 

and he wouldn't by a pump to get the water out so we had to let a bucket down on a rope and 

pull it up by hand. No, he never intended for Mom or me to have any thing easy. 

He had finally gotten a well that had water in it, but it wasn't every good one - the water level 

got low at times. He made a sled so a horse could pull it up from the well. Mom would carry 

water up that hill, two big buckets at a time. She must have hated wash day. Anyway, after we 

got the cistern done, I hauled water with a barrel on the sled. I had to dump that heavy barrel 

into the cistern. I made trip after trip. For a nine year old, that  was terribly hard work. But I 9

kept going, wondering if all of this work would ever end.  

School started once again and I left for school every morning, anxious to get there and see my 

friends again. I loved school and made good grades. It was a pleasure to get away from [home] 

and I hated to have school let out at the end of the day. We played baseball at recess and noon 

and, believe it or not, I was a good player. Whether it was pitcher or batter or catcher. I put 

[all I had] into those games, so I was always the first to be picked. What that did to my moral 

was wonderful. 

Every now and then the teacher would have what she called Literary. All the children had 

parts in this exciting event. We put on plays, sang songs, recited poetry and had a great time 

learning all of our parts. The night of the [Literary] program finally arrived and to say we 

were excited is putting it mildly. I always had to sing a song because I was the only one that 

could carry a tune. I almost died from nerves until my song was sung and out of the way. The 

rest [of the program]  seemed easy because there were other kids in the plays. I gave a big 

sigh of relief, but my feeling of pleasure would soon be dashed. All at once my father’s loud 

voice would come from the back of the schoolroom, loud and vulgar, swearing and laughing at 

his own smutty jokes. My blood would turn to ice and all the lines I had learned went out the 
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window. Somehow I struggled through my part with the teacher prompting me from 

backstage. I would feel so humiliated and sick at heart I could hardly look at my friends. They 

were such good friends they gathered around me back behind the curtain, assuring me [that] 

they understood and that I had done just fine. That helped and I could go out and help my 

friends finish up. 

[At another program,] Old Jim pulled this same trick. Someone either brought a bottle or he 

brought his own. Why he thought a school program was a place to drink I never could figure 

out, but this night he became [more] offensive than usual. Some of the fathers went back and 

warned him that “he had better cut the loud talk and settle down.” He started cussing and 

telling them they couldn't tell him what to do, but they showed him they could by taking him 

outside and telling. him he could either settle down or go home. He got in to the old Model-T he 

had bought and left. We didn't see him for a week. He never [did] go back to any of the 

programs and told me I couldn't be in [them] if I expected him to take me - because he 

wouldn't. [From then on] the teacher or friends would come and get me. What a relief it was to 

know he wouldn't be there to humiliate me. 

The last day of school was always a day I hated to see arrive. It was time for a summer of hard 

work. [It was the same for] the Christmas Holidays, teacher’s conventions or any sort of 

vacation. [On that last day] we all enjoyed the big pot luck dinner that was put on by the 

mothers. We would [always] keep track of Mrs. Smith’s food -it was always so good. [A] lovely 

baked ham - home cured, pink and delicious. Cakes and pies. Salads, fruit and others. We 

would pile our plates so full, I don't see how we ever ate it [all] - but we did - and went back for 

more! 

At home, old Jim had built a barn. One side was the cow barn, the middle was for hay and a 

small granary, [and] the east side was for his work horses. Mom never stayed to help me 

clean the barn. It was my job to go get the horses in, curry and feed them, and then have them 

harnessed so they were ready to go to the field for a day of work. I would clean the cow barn 

and finally go to the house for breakfast . I would be so hungry - I could hardly wait for Mom to 

get the oatmeal cooked. Old Jim would come to the table to eat his [oatmeal plus a] fried egg 

and a nice slice of ham. [His] would look so good, I would think how nice it would be to have 

some too. But, as I said before, he was king and Mom and I his slaves. We weren't supposed to 
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eat as well as he did - and we didn't. What followed was so sickening, it is hard to even write 

about. I would get my oatmeal all ready to eat - sugar and a tablespoon or two of thick cream - 

when he would start letting off gas and letting his nose drip! I couldn't stand it and would get 

up and walk out without any breakfast. I wanted to scream and yell and swear to rid myself of 

the terrible frustrations I felt.  He thought it was funny and cared not one bit that I didn't have 

anything to eat to help get my morning’s work done. His attitude was “like it or lump it.” 

One summer Mom’s aunt wrote from Pierre, South Dakota. She and her family were coming 

down to visit us. I had heard Mom mention grandpa’s only sister. She was naming each one - 

Uncle Jack and Aunt Minnie, Lahoma, Noel and Paul. But she called Paul by [a] last name 

[different] than Robinson. I caught that and ask her why his name was different. She looked 

at me for a long time before she gave me an answer. She knew she couldn't lie out of it, so 

finally told me that aunt Minnie had been married before - to some old man that had been 

completely worthless. She had Paul by him, but had divorced him and later married Uncle 

Jack. Paul didn't know that Uncle Jack wasn't his father and [Mom] made me swear I 

wouldn't tell Paul. I promised I wouldn't and fully intended to keep my promise. 

They got there one day soon after that. I loved them all right away. They were [such] nice and 

dear people, you couldn't help it. Aunt Minnie reminded me so much of grandpa that I couldn't 

stay away from her very long at a time. Lahoma surely must have been a bit jealous but if she 

was she never let on. 

Mom had traded Pete Pancake a breast watch she had for an old horse that I could ride to 

school. That [horse] was one of the worst old nags that was ever born. You couldn't catch her 

if she was loose in the corral, and by the time you did  you were exhausted and wanted to kill 10

her. Paul wanted to do a lot horse back riding so we rounded up one of the work mares for 

him. I was afraid old Biddy would throw him off if she decided to buck - which she did every 

now and then. I showed him a family of grouse that had a home in some tall red grass. I would 

stop and watch them when I went to school - they were so beautiful and did so many cute 

things. The little roosters would come out with their chests stuck out like a pouter pigeon. 

Paul told me he had read that was their mating exercise and when [they made] that noise, 

that sounded like they were pounding on a drum, the little hens would show up and those 
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roosters would really strut. I showed him the spring that was down in a draw on our place. It 

came out of a hill and ran down over a big slab of rock. The water was cold and clear but didn't 

taste very good. We rode over and met all of my friends. I thought Paul was one of the nicest 

boys I had ever known. He was easy to talk to and interest[ed] in everything. We would sit up 

on a hill and visit for hours. 

[Paul] had noticed how old Jim would tell me in a mean way to get my work done. He wasn't 

nice about it and Paul thought he was mean. One day I told Paul how I hated that old drunk 

and how I wished he wasn't my father. Paul could see how distressed I was. He reached out 

and took my hand and said to me in a low voice, “Elsie, my Mom made me promise I wouldn't 

tell you this, but I can see how awful it has been for you all these years. You have been 

humiliated and embarrassed by him, but old Jim Bedwell is not your dad!” I thought I had 

[heard] wrong and asked Paul if he had said “old Jim was not my dad?” Paul repeated what 

he had said. I stood there for I don't know how long, letting it sink in, not believing yet what 

Paul had just said. He repeated it again and suddenly I grabbed Pal and shook him. I hit him 

on the back, jumping up and down in a frenzy of happiness and gladness. I was babbling like a 

crazy person. Tears streaming down my face like a river and out of the blue in my excitement 

I blurted out that Uncle Jack wasn't his dad either! The minute I said it I was sorry. Paul 

couldn't believe that uncle Jack wasn't his father. He had such a hurt look on his face, his eyes 

sad. I wanted to get down on my knees and beg his forgiveness for telling him what I should 

have kept still about. I suppose in my joy to find out that old Jim was not my father, I must 

have thought Paul would like to know the truth too. Paul was so quiet for several days that his 

folks thought he must be ill. As for me, I thought I had lost Paul as a friend - and I didn't blame 

him. In my joy over what Paul had told me, I had such a feeling of relief and happiness that I 

felt guilty for feeling this way when Paul was so sad to learn Uncle Jack was not the the father 

he had always thought he was. 

Several days went by. Paul didn't want to talk or go for horse back rides. I missed the happy 

times we had had I regretted that I had told him what I shouldn't have. I didn't know how to 

tell him how sorry I was, so I went quietly getting my work done not saying much to anyone. 

The folks figured we must have had a quarrel and told us to make up and be friends again. If 

they had only known they would have been shocked. 
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[Finally] one morning, Paul said “lets go horse back riding.” I was so happy that I had the 

horses ready to go before Paul was. We rode for a long time before Paul finally stopped his 

horse and wanted to talk. I never thought more of him than I did at that moment. 

"Elsie, I was terribly upset the other day after I had told you that old Jim wasn't your dad. I 

could see you needed to know because he was such an old fool and mean, and you were so 

distressed to think [that] he was your dad and such an old drunk. But the shocker was when 

you blurted out that my dad wasn't my dad. To say I was stunned is putting it mildly. At first I 

thought you were telling a lie, but after thinking it over, I figured your Mom must have told 

you the truth. I don't know why my mother never told me the truth of what happened. I have 

always thought the world of Jack Robinson and can’t see why they kept it a secret all this 

time. But, I am never going to let them know that I know about it. He has been my dad all of 

these years, and he has never acted any different towards me than he did towards Noel and 

Lahoma. So don't you think any thing more about it. You were so happy to find out about old 

Jim that you just blurted it out, so I am glad I told you, even if my mother did swear me to 

keep it a secret.” 

We talked a long time that day. I told him a lot of things about my stepfather. To call old Jim 

“my stepfather” rolled off my tongue like something so wonderful and impossible, I still 

couldn't believe it. I told Paul about how old Jim would hold me and cover my mouth and nose 

until I would almost pass out from the lack of air. Paul thought that was the worst thing he 

had ever heard of. [He said that] “That old fool needs some one to beat him within an inch of 

his life. I wish I was old enough and big enough, I would to be the one to do that to him. You 

just watch him and stay away from him as much as possible. I can’t figure out why Rosalie 

doesn't make him stop such a horrible thing!” 

I told him my mother cared very little for me and I didn't know why. Paul couldn't figure that 

one out either and he knew he probably couldn't find out from his mother without her 

catching on that we had been talking. 

[The Robinsons] went back to their home in South Dakota. I missed them a lot, but I had the 

knowledge now that I no longer had an old drunk for a father. I hugged that wonderful, 
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wonderful [knowledge] to myself. It gave me a new lease on life -a bravery I had never had 

before. My work seemed lighter. 

Later that summer, old Jim's sister, May, and her family came out and spent almost a month. I 

liked the youngest girl, Marlyn, but the oldest one, Garnet, was a real devil. She would pick a 

fight with Marlyn and throw rocks, tin cans or any thing she could lay her hands on. Her folks 

finally took her home because they discovered she was very pregnant. Her Mom wrote back 

and said she had married the baby's father, but a short while later a letter came saying they 

had separated. Who  could live with a person as mean as she was? It must have run in the 11

family. Old Jim, his sister and a nephew named Bud were always in trouble. 

I was glad they went home and school started again. I didn't have any time to myself after 

school let out in the evening. He had a lot planned for me to do. Sometimes I wondered if he 

did any thing all day, but as I said before, I could work so much better now that I knew he 

wasn't my father. During the holidays I had to help him shuck corn, and on the weekends, it 

would make me so stiff and sore I could hardly get out of bed when Mom had me get up to do 

the chores. Old Jim stayed in bed as usual. He was the most worthless man that was ever 

born. 

If Mom and the lazy old fool went to town on Saturday, he left orders for me to go to the field 

and shuck corn all day. He even told me how many rows I had to get done. I got so frustrated 

to think I had to work all day while they fooled all around all day in town. They would go visit 

[George and Nell Gardner] in Wallace. Old Jim and George were old drinking partners, so of 

course old Jim would come home roaring drunk. Mom would be furious and they would get 

into a big fight. He would beat around on her, then we would run out of the house and hide. 

[After] he fell asleep, we would sneak back to the house. 

I was nine years old before I got a bed to sleep on. A neighbor lady by the name of Schlaughter, 

stopped in one day for a short visit. She looked around and saw only one bed and asked if we 

all 

slept in that bed. Mom had the good grace to look guilty. She told this kind lady that I slept in 

the old trunk. Mrs. Schlaughter was shocked and didn't mind telling Mom so. [She] told Mom 
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[that] she had a cot that both sides let down. She also had a ticking mattress that you filled 

with corn husks to make a nice, soft bed. Mom started to say she didn't see where she could 

put a bed [when] Mrs. Schlaughter gave a look that let Mom know what [she] thought of that 

poor excuse. [She] told [Mom] that sleeping all curled up would make a cripple out of me. She 

told Mom to drive over in the wagon and get the cot. She also had some nice, new, soft husks. 

Her son had just finished piling [them] up from some corn he had snapped leaving the husks 

on. When [the corn] was shelled by a corn sheller, these husks came out soft and fluffy. 

We went over the next day and got the cot and filled the mattress cover, or what ever it was 

called. Mom had grumbled all the time she made room for that bed, but that night when I 

went to bed, I felt like I had died and gone to heaven. The bed was so soft and every time you 

moved those old husks would make a rustling noise. To be able to stretch out and not have the 

covers in a big mess all of the time was so wonderful. 

Mom still nagged at me saying it was too crowded and I could have slept on the floor if I hadn't 

been such a big coward. [This was] after seeing a snake lying just under the door in the house 

one day. I wasn't about to sleep on the floor. Rats were another thing that dug their way in. 

Mom would shove a tin can in the hole they dug and they would dig another one right beside 

that one. One night I put my long black stockings over the top of the boots I wore. the next 

morning one of my stockings was gone and there was a rock on the floor by my bed. I didn't 

think any thing about the rock but hunted every where for my stocking but never found it. A 

few nights later, another stocking turned up missing. Again I hunted all over for it, and this 

time there was a little piece of wood lying there. When I went to school that day I mentioned 

the stocking incident and one of the Smith boys. [He] got to laughing and told me that we had 

a trade rat. That these rats would take things and always leave something in return. I thought 

that was the cutest thing I had ever heard of. When I told Mom about what I had been told and 

how I thought it was so nice of those rats to be so honest and try to repay in their own fashion, 

she thought I was the silliest kid she had ever seen. I still feel like those rats were honest. 

One night I became very ill, sick to my stomach and in terrible [pain]. Mom didn't get up for a 

long time. I kept getting up and going out doors, so sick I didn't know what to do. Old Jim 

yelled at me to get to bed and be quiet. I tried, but the pain got so bad [that] I couldn't keep 

back the moans. Mom tried to get old Jim to ride over to a neighbors and call the doctor, but 
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he wouldn't budge a foot until almost morning. By then I was half out of my mind from pain. 

The doctor had to come from Sharon Springs, which was twenty-some miles away. That kind, 

old doctor must have driven as fast as his old Model-T would go. As soon as he examined me 

he knew I had appendicitis. He gave some shot [that] soon gave me relief from that grinding 

pain. He left but told Mom he expected to have me in the hospital the next day. 

When he came back, early the next morning, he was glad to see me much better and in no 

pain. I listened to what he was telling Mom. “She is not to do any thing for at least two weeks. 

And no heavy lifting for two months. If she does, it could bring on another attack. I am very 

surprised she came out this attack in such good shape.” 

He left and I lay thinking that kind of man he was and how considerate he was to have driven 

all that way for a sick young girl. But my vacation didn't last nearly as long as it was supposed 

to. I was barely up and being very careful how I moved around. My side was very sore and the 

least sudden move made me gasp at the bad reaction. In no time, Mom and old Jim had me out 

milking, carrying buckets of grain and pitching hay to the cattle. Three weeks after the bad 

attack, he decided to haul the big pile of manure in front of the cow barn. I can’t believe that 

my mother never even tried to keep him from making me lift those heavy shovels full of 

manure. She never said a word, nor did she offer to help. My side [got very] sore and tender 

in a very short while, but that didn't stop old Jim from getting [me] to work and no more 

“acting sick!” I will never know how I did it, but somehow I lived through it. 

Strangely after that, I began to grow taller and filled out to where I looked more like I should 

for my age. Working at jobs that a man should be doing made me strong. 

One day came the “show down” with old Jim. He grabbed me with the intention of trying his 

old smothering trick. I had come to the point where I could no longer stand it. His vile breath 

smelling like tobacco, whiskey and when he could get it, garlic. For so long I [had felt] so dirty 

and slimy - as quick I could get away from him, I would run to the wash stand and pour water 

in the wash pan and wash my face until it was almost raw. 
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This time, when he grabbed me, I gave him [a] shove that sent him reeling across the room . I 

also told him if he ever tried that trick again, I would kill him. At that moment, I meant it. My 

mother started to give me the dickens, telling me I couldn't talk to my dad like that. 

"He isn't my dad and you know it!” I told her. “And thank God he isn't!” I ended up telling her. 

She had the most shocked look on her face and immediately blamed Aunt Minnie. Raving and 

ranting about Aunt Minnie telling me things to cause trouble. I yelled right back that she 

hadn't said anything to me at all. 

“Where did you find out?” 

I wouldn't tell her and she never did find out. 

Old Jim figured I meant business when I threatened to kill him. [I know] because he never 

tried his old trick again. If Mom had [only] picked up a club and hit him a good wallop over 

head, he would [have] never beat around on her. He was one of the biggest cowards ever born, 

but Mom figured it was easier to run and hide from him than to put up a good fight. 

Mike Roubidioux came over one day, bringing a bottle of whiskey. Old Jim and Mike sat out by 

the barn and drank until the bottle was empty. Mike finally left but they were pretty drunk. 

old Jim wanted to go up to his cousin Elmer Pancake and settle up a bill that one or the 

[other] owed. Mom was out getting her wash off the line when old Jim yelled at her to “get in 

the house old woman and figure up the bill!” She went in and figured it up for him and came 

back out to get some more clothes off the line. He came charging out of the house yelling the 

bill wasn't right and to get back in there and figure it again.  

After a half dozen times of this, Mom told him the bill was right and she wasn't going to figure 

it up again. He started beating her with his fists - hitting her as hard as he could. I heard him 

tell her he was going to knock her glasses into her eyes. I looked around for something to hit 

him with - all I could see was an old buggy step. I picked it up and hit him with the corners of 

the step. 
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Believe me, I put dents in his head that he had when died a long time later. He let go of Mom 

and turned on me, picking me up and throwing me up in air. I didn't think I was ever going to 

land back on earth. He had his team of horses hitched up just north of the house, where this 

had all happened. He jumped in that wagon and ran those horse thirteen miles into Wallace. 

He drove down the street, his clothes covered with blood. People [were] shocked at the sight. I 

never knew what he told people, but some of them drove out to see if Mom and I were all right.  

When he came home later, he was pretty meek. He had to take a bath. I [saw] his head after 

he got cleaned up [and] I had to go outside to keep from laughing right in his face. I laughed 

until I was weak. Every wound on his stupid head delighted me. 

He was not too sure what I would do after that, so if he wanted to slap Mom around, he did it 

when I wasn't around. 

They played for a lot of dances. He played the fiddle and she [chorded] on the piano or organ - 

whichever they had at the country dances. Mom could play a piano like you never heard 

before. She played by the time she was ten years old, never knew [a note?] to play by but 

played by ear. It makes me sick to think of all that wasted talent when she could have had a 

career and a happy life too. Some of those dances would wind up with men getting in to a 

brawl outside. You never saw so many fists flying in your life. The women trying to get their 

husbands out of fights only to get their heads almost knocked off. What a life! 

That was the only time Mom felt like the money she got for playing was hers. So she would 

order a couple of calico dresses to wear for every [day?]. 

Mom was a strange person. She would put an old bandana on her head rather than comb her 

hair. She claimed [it] hurt her head too much to comb. It could be days and days that she 

would go without combing her hair. It always made me feel good when Mom [got her] hair 

combed and put on powder and rouge. She would look so nice. I could see old Jim liked to see 

her look about a hundred percent better. But this would last for only one day. The next day 

she would have her old bandana on and her hair uncombed. 
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Yes she was a strange acting person. One thing that sticks in my mind is something that even 

yet today, leaves me feeling humiliated and degraded. We very seldom ever had company but 

when we saw a car approaching from the east, it was almost always someone coming to our 

place. Mom would grab up a rag (we never had wash cloths - just old pieces of blankets, sheets 

or pieces of underwear) [and] she would wash her bottom, then had me the same rag and tell 

me to wash my face with it. I always minded her so I would wash my face. The cloth smelled so 

vile I hated it. I finally sneaked and got rags of my own and would tell her I had already 

washed. As I look back on such a dirty thing she did, I can see how she really didn't like me at 

all. It  was sad that she [never] realize[d] the wonderful meaning of being a good mother. 12

She fussed about how rotten men were - I can see how she would feel that way - but she always 

kept on marring the worst kind of men. Old Jim would go to Kansas City with a neighbor[’s] 

car load of cattle. He would be gone several days, so I would ask Mom if I could sleep with her 

while he was gone. She reluctantly let me but she never once cuddled me or told me how nice 

it was to have me crawl in bed with her so she wouldn't be lonely. She just turned her back on 

me and went to sleep. I wished I hadn't ask to sleep with her and was back in my own bed. I 

had begun to realize she was never going to love me but I still minded her. 

Old Jim would get home and after I was supposed to be asleep, he would proceed to tell her of 

the houses of ill repute he had visited while in Kansas City. Mom would get furious and would 

cry. I would listen to him gloat about the whole thing, going into great detail of his pleasures 

at the hands of those rotten old prostitutes. I would feel so sorry for Mom and wondered why 

she would want to live with such a dirty old fool. They would fight and quarrel for weeks over 

his big deal in K. C. and then one day they were on good terms. Their sex life was a thing that 

made me sick. They seemed to think the minute my head hit the pillow I was sound asleep, 

but the noises kept me awake for hours. I wanted to yell at them to be quiet so I could get some 

sleep. 

That summer I moved my bed outdoors. I loved the fresh air and quiet. I got rained on a time 

or two [and] I would hang my bedding on the line. It would be dry by night. One night I wasn’t 

asleep but dreaming of what I wanted to do when I grew up. All at once I noticed what I 

thought was a star but as I watched I could see the star was moving. it would be streaking 
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across the sky then seem to go back to where it belonged. I shut my eyes, sure I was seeing 

something that was my imagination but when I looked again it was still flying around like a 

crazy thing. [As] I watched, it looked like it was coming right at me. I covered up my head and 

didn't look out until Mom got me up to go milk. I looked up at the sky to see if the star was 

there but I didn't see it. The next night I watched again and sure enough it began to streak all 

over the sky and as I watched, it came zooming right at me. Once again I covered up my head. 

That [next] day I moved back into the house. 

School started again and some of the kids were gone - they were in high school. We had a few 

new kids. Some were real nice, but one girl wouldn't play with us. Her name was Ava Long. 

She didn't go to school [very] long but we found out later that she had a step mother who was 

real mean to her. I always wished I had known that while she was in school there. I could have 

been much more sympathetic towards her. We had a lot in common. 

The teacher had a lot of box suppers and pie suppers. I hated them but always had to go as I 

was in the program that was put on before the pies or boxes were auctioned off. I was always 

worried sick for fear Mom wouldn't fix my box up pretty or bake a decent pie. I guess she did 

the best she could with what she [had]. I always had the bad luck of having to eat with an old 

man. They would sit and try to start up a conversation and I would sit there mad, shy and 

nothing to talk about. I wonder what they thought sitting there, hating to open my box [they] 

had just paid for. “Silent Elsie” would have been a good name for me. I would look at some of 

the other girls boxes and envy them. Dainty sandwiches and little cakes, all wrapped nicely 

with napkins too. Mine was usually fried chicken, bread and butter, with some pickles. If Mom 

baked a cake she would put some of that in. Perhaps I was too worried about it, I don't know. 

There were a few times that something funny would happen. Mom would laugh so hard she 

looked like she had been crying. Like the time old Jim was driving without lights and ran into 

a neighbor that didn't have any lights either. This old man was a negro and his wife was with 

him. They hit pretty hard [and] then backed up a ways. Old Jim was sitting in his car a bit 

stunned, when up the road came two white things headed right for him. He almost died from 

fright. it turned out to be the old negro's wife wearing white stockings. She was as black as 

night herself. She screamed at old Jim to come quick, her husband had been knocked 
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“conscious.” Mom always said that must have been the first time that that old “coon” had ever 

been “conscious” in his life. 

Another time, I was the one that laughed. Mom would stake this old milk cow out where she 

could get lots of green grass. Why I don't know, but one day she untied the long rope she had 

on the cow so she could tie her where the grass was nice and green. About that time that old 

cow took off down the hill. The rope had gotten wrapped around Mom’s ankle and the cow 

took Mom down that hill ninety miles an hour! it was so funny seeing Mom bouncing all the 

way down that hill. I was so tickled I roared laughing! She yelled at me to get her untied and 

to help her up. She had one of the worst burns, from going down that grass, you ever saw. It 

took a long time to heal up and I was sorry I laughed. One time I was being funny and told her 

she should look on the bright side, at least she didn't run in to any cactus on the way down the 

hill. She didn't see any humor in that remark and was mad at me for awhile. 

One day she saw an ad. in a paper for a player piano for sale. it was from a company in 

Wisconsin. The piano was a Mueller and the [company] claimed it lad the best tone of any 

player made. I don't know how she got up the nerve to send for one of [those] pianos but she 

did - never telling old Jim she had sent for it. We waited for days and weeks for it to arrive. 

Mom had made a deal for the freight service to call Capper’s to haul it out when they 

happened to be in town. 

Then one day we saw  this wagon coming up over the hill with a big box sticking away up in 13

the back. Old Jim didn't see it at first but when Lee Capper stopped in front of house old Jim 

walked out to see what was going on. Lee yelled out at Mom, “Here is your piano Rosalie.” 

Old Jim came alive pretty quick then. “What the hell is going on here. We never ordered any 

damned piano!” 

Mom and I looked at each other not knowing what to say. She finally told him we had ordered 

it and would make payments on it. She said, “I will save and you wont ever miss the money. 

Its only seven dollars a month Jim.” 

 end page 1213
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But he had other ideas. He wouldn't even help unload it, so Lee and Mom and I got it unloaded 

[and] uncrated. It was the most beautiful little player we had ever seen. We got it in the house 

and over on a place we had gotten ready. Lee even stayed long enough to see how it sounded. 

and it had a beautiful sound. There was twelve rolls that had come with it. 

Old Jim had taken off in his old car, so we played those rolls over and over. Mom sat down and 

played some songs she knew. I was amazed at how she could play when she had a decent 

piano to play on. But late that afternoon old Jim came driving in like a wild man, and that was 

the last peaceful time we had for a week. He brought plenty of booze so he wouldn't run out. 

Such raving and ranting I had never heard. We had to ensure that that all the butchers 

knives, the rifle and any kind of club was hidden. He never quit drinking for over a week. 

He finally began having snakes in his boots. He saw things that weren't and screaming that old 

“Ferd” was after him. He meant my [real] dad whose name was Ferdinand Paul Luis Klose. He 

would beg us not to let Ferd in because Ferd was going to kill him. What a miserable week that 

was. When he finally ran out of any thing to drink, he came out of his great drunk week and 

was shaking so hard he couldn't even hold his coffee cup. It took him a long time to recover 

from that drinking bout. Mom babied him like he was just getting over a bad illness. I 

wondered why it hadn't killed him and wished it had. He finally got over his mad about the 

piano, but I was the one who paid the biggest price. After that, when we took the cream and 

eggs to town, I would almost have to get down on my knees and beg Mom to buy some lunch 

meat or peanut butter for my school lunches. She would tell me we had plenty of things at 

home to take for my lunch. That wasn't so! I didn't have any thing but bread and butter. I was 

ashamed to eat my lunch at noon and act[ed] like I wasn't hungry. I would wolf that lunch 

down on the way home, I was so hungry. 

When they butchered a beef or pork, I had better lunches for awhile. 

One day at school my boots lost a sole off the right one. There was no way to fix it. I wondered 

what I was going to do. I had to go to school. I asked Mom if we couldn't go to town and buy a 

pair of shoes, but she said “No.” I couldn't go barefoot as it was cold weather. The next 

morning old Jim brought me a pair of shoes, his! They must have been the ones he wore when 
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he worked for the railroad. They were black with toes that bulged up at least an inch and a 

half and hard. 

“Here you can wear these to school.” 

I looked at those shoes in horror. I thought he was joking. but he wasn't. I tried to tell him I 

could stay out if school until we could get to town, but that didn't work. He ordered me to get 

those shoes on and get to school. All the way to school I wondered how I could walk into that 

school room wearing those horrible shoes. It was one more way they had to humiliate me. I 

walked in to the school room that morning, shaken to the core, expecting the kids to take one 

look at my feet... but the only one that laughed was Leslie Settle and the Bigg's boys. Later I 

tried to explain why I was wearing them [and] I couldn't keep my voice from quivering and 

the tears from rolling down my cheeks. I told them I had shoes coming in the mail soon, but 

when I kept having to wear those shoes for months, they knew that I had told them a lie. They 

acted so nice about it. That is why I feel they are dear and treasured friends. 

Finally, I got old enough for the boys to want to take me out on dates, but once again fate 

stepped in and dealt me another blow. Old Jim wouldn't let me go out with boys that I liked, 

but [only] with those he chose to let me go with. [Those] boys always got drunk and I had a 

battle on my hands to get home. This [would] disgust me so much, that I wouldn't go out again 

for months. I would [eventually] get tired of staying home, working my self to death, so I 

[accepted] whomever asked me to go to a dance [if they] promised not to get drunk. They 

promised but that [only] lasted about thirty minutes after we got to the dance. This happened 

time after time. One boy made a nasty remark one time when he brought me home. “Why do 

you always act so damned particular? Your old man gets drunk every time he gets a chance!” 

I was so mad at that dirty remark. I told him old Jim was my father and I was not responsible 

what the old fool did. I don't think he believed me. I don't care. I never went with him again. 

That year several of my school mates graduated from the eighth grade. We had to go to the <?

> high school to take the final exams. Some of my friends and I decided we would steal some 

money from our parents and really have a good time, after we got out for the day. I was go 

stupid how I went about it. Old Jim had put three silver dollars in an old desk. I took two of 

them feeling right about taking all of them. I wondered if they would give me money to eat on 
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and I believe if they had, I would have put the silvers back, but they didn't offer to give me any 

money at all. So, once more I was made to feel like a lesser human being. I didn't care at all by 

then.  14

We had a great time that day. The exams weren't too bad and when noon came we went to a 

little cafe and ate hamburgers. [For desert, we] ended up eating Neapolitan ice cream. That 

was when this ice cream first came out. We thought it was great to have strawberry, chocolate 

and vanilla, all in one dish. We had to take exams on two Saturdays, but we all passed. I think, 

yet to this day, that the other kids didn't steal any money at all. Their folks saw [to it] that 

they had money to eat on. 

One day, after that, old Jim discovered that two of his dollars was missing. At first he thought 

some one had come in the house and taken it. “But why didn't they take it all?” The first 

[time] he went to town, he went to the cafe and ask[ed] the owner if some girls had come in on 

the day we took the exams. The owner told him “Yes, and one of them had spent some silver 

dollars” in there. Of course old Jim knew it was me and when he got home be got his buggy 

whip and lashed me unmercifully. All the time telling me he ought to have me thrown into a 

place for “girls like me.” At that moment, I wished he would. It would be far better than my life 

the way it was. 

After he got done whipping me, Mom started in on me with a lecture on how bad I had been. I 

just stood and looked at her, thinking about all of the bad treatment she and old Jim had 

handed out to me over the years. All I regretted, at that moment, was the fact I hadn't taken 

all of the money. 

Mom always saw that old Jim had money to buy what ever he wanted. After the piano 

episode, he demanded more and more. Mom learned to can vegetables and fruits, and also 

how to cure hams and bacon. They were delicious, but she always gave old Jim the best parts 

of the ham or shoulder meat. To this day, I can’t understand why she felt she owed him the 

best of everything. She surely wasn't that grateful that he married her. 

 end page 1314
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I began [to] go through the old trunk when they went to town. I noticed that grandpa didn't 

address letters to me with the name “Bedwell” for some time after Mom married old Jim. It 

was as if he was reluctant to even have me use that name. I think he knew what kind of 

worthless bum Mom had married. One day, I came across a letter my Dad had written. In it he 

told old Jim he was coming back to see me one day and “settle scores” with Jim. He said that 

old Jim had taken Mom and I away from him and he had a score to settle. I was so happy to 

find that letter! To me it sounded like he must have cared for me at least enough to hate old 

Jim for what he had done. But the years went by and he never came. At first, I dreamed about 

the day he would come. [Over time] that dream began to fade. 

When I got older, my daughter and I wrote to several places to see if we might be able to trace 

him down, but it cost too much to hire someone to try and find him. I had begun to feel like “If 

he hadn't tried to find me, after all these years, why should I want to see him now?” 

Mom told so many lies about the whole affair, even [many] years after I was married. She 

would tell one thing, one time, and something else the next. I had been told by an aunt that he 

was part Spanish. I know old Jim was scared to death of him and every time Jim got mad at 

me he always called me a “damned greaser.” My dad’s name could have meant he was from 

any country in Europe, so I am not sure what nationality I am. I would like to find out where 

my grandparents came from. At least [then,] I would know a little bit about my background. 

One day, after old Jim had rented eighty acres of grass land, we went to fence it in. [We took] 

the team and wagon, hammers, wire stretchers and wire. The land was just east of his land, so 

we only had a quarter-mile [of fence] to put up. We got the posts in and the wire strung out 

when he put the wire stretchers on one strand of wire and had me help him pull the wire up 

tight. I had put on his new jumper jacket, as it had turned cold. He had never worn it. I 

couldn't stand anything that had any thing to do with him. He told me to push the wire down 

so he could staple it to the posts. I [was trying with all my might but] couldn't seem to get [the 

wire] far enough down to where he could [staple it]. He [stormed] over to where I [was and] 

gave me a hard kick and cussed me out. So I bent over the wire and put all of my weight on it. 

About that time the wire broke, catching me under the [arm,] cutting me to the bone. Old Jim 

stood there looking at the jagged hole that was torn on the sleeve, not caring one bit about my 

arm [or that I] was bleeding pretty bad. He cussed me out for ruining his jacket. 
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We worked the rest of that afternoon with my arm dripping blood. I didn't have a thing to 

wrap it with and he wasn't about to let me go to the house to bandage it. I don't think there 

was ever a man as selfish or mean as that old fool. 

Later, when I got to the house, he told me to unhitch the horses, unharness and feed them. By 

then my arm was beginning to throb and burn. When I got to the house, old Jim was telling 

Mom what a fool I was, tearing his good jacket, as if it was my fault. Hatred for him welled up 

in my chest like like a boiling pot of lye. I wanted to hit him and scream all of the hatred that I 

had carried in my heart for so long. but I didn't say anything. Mom handed me an old piece of 

a sheet and told me to get my arm [fixed] so we could go milk. I found some Mentholatum to 

put on the  raw wound, but didn't do a very good job [since] the bandage came off as soon as 15

we started milking. I stuffed the rag into my pocket and went on with my milking. I wondered 

if Mom [blamed] me too [since] she hadn't offered to take care of the deep gash. Some how, as 

usual, I healed up leaving a big red scar under my arm for years. 

I don't know why but old Jim let me go with a boy named Ellis Parker. He was nothing like the 

drunks I had gone with [before]. Ellis was polite and considerate. He didn't drink or smoke, 

came after me when he said he would, and was a good dancer. He was almost too good to be 

true. I only went with him three times. I couldn't stand [that] he always smelled of some kind 

of after shave and Sen-Sens. On top of that, he was the same height as I was. One night , on the 

way home, I told him I couldn't go with him any more. He begged me to keep on going with 

him, but I wouldn't give in and was shocked when he started crying. I held my ground and 

told him I meant it. I never went with any one the rest of that spring and summer. 

Once in awhile, old Jim would want to go to a picture show. Mom wouldn't go, so I had to go 

with him. It was awful. Those were the days of silent movies and the background music was 

pretty loud at times. [Old Jim] couldn’t read the words that came up on the screen, so he 

wanted me to read [them] out loud so he would know what was said. The dirty looks I got, and 

people telling me to be quite, was so embarrassing I wanted to sink through the floor. But, he 

would sit wanting me to say it over again if he didn't hear me the first time. I hated to go with 

him and got out of it if I possibly could. 

 end page 1415
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One night someone knocked on the door. When Mom went to see who it was, Uncle Noble 

stepped into the light. Mom was so glad to see him! After hugging and kissing him, she almost 

fainted when grandpa stepped into the door way. They had driven out from Collyer where 

Uncle Noble lived. I was so glad to see grandpa [that] I clung to him like a leach! 

After the excitement died down, grandpa sat down in a chair and said, “Snookums, come sit 

on grandpa's lap and let me see how much you have grown.” I went and sat on his lap, feeling 

like a fool. I was as big as he was! I didn't sit there long, but got up and sat in a chair beside 

him. [I] tried to find out how grandma and my aunts and uncles were. I noticed old Jim took 

over the conversation so I couldn’t. Grandpa talked to me when he got a chance, but it was so 

obvious [that] old Jim was jealous of the attention I was giving to grandpa. Before they left 

the next morning, grandpa said to Mom and Jim, “We want Elsie to come to Topeka and stay 

with us and go to High School.” That was the first [time anyone ever mentioned] that I could 

even go to high school. Mom told him they “would have to see.” I kept bringing the subject up 

and finally Mom said I could go. I don't know, yet to this day, why they let me go.  

I finally got on the train [and] headed for a wonderful life of going to school and being back 

with my grandparents. But , once more, fate stepped in and changed things. When I got to 

Topeka, Chilton met me and carried my suitcase to his home, where I would be staying. He 

told me that grandpa was very ill, “but the sight of you will cheer him up!”. We had to walk 

over the big old bridge across the Kansas River. 

I remembered the time, [when] I was very small, the river was up almost to lap the bridge. 

Grandpa worked at a seed company on the north side of the bridge and we lived south of the 

bridge. People were sandbagging the dikes, to keep where we lived and all that part of town 

from getting flooded out. I knew it was time for grandpa to be coming home. I didn't want him 

crossing that bridge alone, so I just up and ran to the bridge and on over it to where I could see 

grandpa, walking very fast towards me. He didn't see me af first, so [he] was shocked to see 

me coming. “Honey what are you doing here?” I grabbed him by the hand and told him to 

“Hurry! That old bridge might fall at any moment!” He laugh[ed] when he told [about] it later. 

He thought I was a pretty brave girl to come and see that he got home safely. 
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When we got to my grandparents house that day, I was stunned to see grandpa lying on a cot 

in the living room. He was pale and looked very tiny lying there. “Grandpa, how are you?” I 

whispered, because I wasn't sure he was awake. He opened his eyes and the old familiar grin 

spread across his face. He held out his arms to give me a hug. I got down on my knees beside 

his bed and squeezed his hand gently, so sorry to see this wonderful man lying there so weak 

and helpless. He closed his eyes and seemed to be asleep. I slipped out of the room and went to 

see grandma and the rest [of the family]. Grandma burst into tears when she saw me. “He is 

very ill honey. We don't know if he will be all right or not.” 

Everyone looked sick to me, but I know it was because of grandpa. [We all] spent a restless 

night, and the next morning grandpa slipped quietly away from us. I couldn't even cry, I was 

so stunned over it. They had a service for him a the First Christian Church in Topeka. Then 

came the long ride to a small town called Andchester, where he was buried beside his first 

wife, Mom’s mother. 

I stayed and got aquatinted with [Oris]. [She was] Mom’s, Uncle Docks’ girl who was still at 

home. Mom had got to see grandpa just a moment before he died. I never knew if they said 

anything to each other or not. She went back to Topeka with some of the relatives and then 

on home. 

[Oris,] that daughter of Uncle Docks, was the meanest girl I had [ever] met, outside of Garnet. 

The first night we walked all over town, which didn't take long, [and] when it got dark, Oris 

said we were going to have some real fun. Her idea of fun was different than mine. She told me 

to be real  quite as we were going to get even with an old lady. I asked her what she had 16

against this lady. Oris began to tell me a long list of things. I was shocked to hear all the 

terrible things this old lady had done to the children around town. 

After dark that night, we went over to this old lady's place. The blinds were pulled so she 

couldn't see us, but Oris said to be very quite and before I knew what was happening, [she] 

began pulling up the beautiful flowers in front of the house! I stood and watched her until she 

hissed at me to help her. I half heatedly pulled a couple, but I just couldn't bring myself to 

destroy those beautiful flowers. I had always loved bright blooms of any kind and, to me, it 

 end page 1516
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was a rotten thing to do... I stepped back and watched her pull and stomp the plants until 

there was nothing left. I decided I didn't like Oris very much. 

The next day, we went over to this lady's house. Oris knocked on the door. The lady opened the 

door and invited us in. I noticed she seemed upset. Oris asked her if something was wrong and 

she started crying and took us out side and showed us what some vandals had done to her 

flowers. I felt like the worst person in the world, but Oris put her arm around this poor old 

lady and asked her who could have done such a cruel mean thing. The lady said she didn't 

know anyone who hated her that much. Oris kept on consoling her [until] we finally left. 

When we got far enough away, Oris burst out laughing and said, “We sure fooled her, didn't 

we!?” She jumped up and down with joy. I knew right away that Oris had nothing against that 

lady at all. [That] she was a very mean and vicious person. I was glad to ride back to Topeka 

the next day. 

Grandma seemed glad to see me and we talked about getting signed up for school. I was tired 

and decided to go to bed early. I startup up the long flight of stairs, thinking of all that 

happened the [first] week or so. I was about a third of the way up, when I looked up to see 

grandpa standing at the top of the stairs. I stopped and closed my eyes, figuring I was tireder 

than I thought, but I opened my eyes and looked up to see he was still there! Not as plain as 

the first time, but still looking down at me with [his] old warm, loving look. I started walking 

faster up the stairs, whispering “Grandpa, you didn't die after all!” I was so happy to see him! 

My happiness was short lived. As I got closer, he began to fade away. By the time I got [to] 

where he had been standing, he was gone. I can't explain what happened, but I have heard of 

people seeing a loved one appearing for some reason or other. A warning of danger, or a 

message of some kind. But I know I saw my grandfather come back, [if] for only a few seconds. 

Perhaps to let me know he was still the same, dear person looking after me. I never saw him 

again, but several things happened later that leads me to think he was still taking care of me. 

Aunt Elsie came over the next day and she informed grandma that I was going to stay with 

her and go to school. I wanted to stay with grandma but Aunt Elsie said Mom wanted me to 

stay with her. “She told me that herself!” Aunt Elsie said with a determination I couldn't 

believe. Grandma was so upset over losing grandpa, so she wasn't able to help me much, so I 

went with Aunt Elsie to go to school. Once in awhile I would go and visit grandma and she 
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always seemed glad to see me. She would cook steak and make soda biscuits which was my 

favorite food.  

If [grandma ever] sent any thing home with me to wear, or some kind of food, Aunt Elsie 

would be so jealous. She would make fun of grandma and try to turn me against her, but she 

never could. 

I hated living at her place. She and her husband fought all of the time. I got along with her 

boys just fine, but Charlotte, her daughter, was something else. I guess she was jealous of me 

going there and all the little spiteful things she could do, she did. Aunt Elsie was a cook like 

you wouldn't believe. Her bread was so bad no one would hardly eat it. When[ever] she bought 

baker’s bread, Charlotte tried to keep me from eating any of it. Rather than fight with her 

over it, I ate the [terrible] home made. As different things came up for her to pick about, the 

more I left her alone. My Aunt told me that I wasn't acting very nice to Charlotte, so I bent 

over backwards trying to keep things going smoothly but nothing helped, really. Aunt Elsie's 

husband, Ike, was a heavy drinker and was pretty mean to my Aunt. While I was there, she 

had to have a complete hysterectomy. He didn't want her to have it. He figured it would be the 

end of their sex life, so they fought more than ever. I finally wrote for money to get home and I 

gave up trying to get an education. If I could have stayed with grandma, I know I would have 

have gone on. 

It seemed so strange to go back to that old sod house, with no lights, but an old kerosene lamp. 

I could hardly see at all. My life picked [up, right] where it had left off. Mom didn't seem any 

happier to seem me than she ever did. At four o'clock the next morning she got me out of bed 

to go milk. Old Jim stayed in bed as usual. 

He began to talk his old dirty way, only now he was telling me what he was going to do to me. I 

became a nervous wreck. I told Mom what he was saying, hoping she would put a stop to it, 

but instead, she turned on me and [warned] “Just because you don't like him, you think you 

can cause trouble between us! Well, I don't want to hear another word out of you! You lie all 

the time and I am sick of it!” So I kept out of his way and stayed as close to Mom as I could. 

When[ever] Mom wasn't close enough to hear, he would make these cracks about having sex 

The Unwanted Child  - Page �  of �37 47



with me. I was sickened at his filthy talk and I would tell him what I thought of him. That only 

made him  worse. 17

One day, I was helping him fix [a] harness. I was sitting on an old box, working away, when he 

got up from where he had been sitting on a tub. He got up and acted like he was stretching 

[and] made a sudden lunge at me, knocking me off the box. He thought he had me where he 

wanted me, all the time telling me, in filthy talk, just what was going to happen. I started to 

crawl away as fast as I could. He grabbed my ankles, but I kicked loose and by the time he got 

to his foot[ing], I was standing with a pitch fork in my hands. “Take one step towards me 

[and] I will drive this fork clear through you!” I told him, meaning every word of it! He stood 

for a minute, looking at me, and being the coward he was, he tried to laugh it off. I told him 

[that] I had heard every word he said. 

I went to the house and stayed there the rest of the day. Mom kept telling me I had better get 

out there and help my dad, but I didn't go. Mom didn't push it too much for some reason. 

I was sleeping outdoors at that time. It was so hot in the house. That night, I lay in bed 

plotting what I was going to do. When I figured they were asleep, I sneaked out to the barn 

where the old Model T was. On the way, I picked up the five gallon can of kerosene [that] Mom 

had bought a few days before. Putting it in the car, I proceeded to push that old car out of the 

barn and to the east where there was a gate. Still pushing until it started down the hill, I 

jumped in as it was gaining momentum, put it into gear, and the motor started right off. I 

didn't turn the lights on until I was at least a mile south, all the time praying I wouldn't run off 

into a deep sort of canyon, where people dumped [their] trash. Luckily I missed it. 

I got headed west and kept going for a long time. I finally got tired and pulled in to a pasture 

that had a long hill, so I could get started the next morning. after. As soon as it began to get 

light, I poured the can of kerosene in the gas tank. The old Ford started right off so I was on 

my way again. I was beginning to have a feeling that I was in a bad situation [but at least] I 

was getting further away from that creep that Mom was so crazy about. 

 end page 1617
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In the afternoon, I finally ran out of gas. The motor began to sputter so I pulled off to the side 

of the highway. I sat there for a while, thinking of the predicament I was really in. I had no 

money and only the clothes I had on. I debated about getting out and start walking, when a 

car load of boys stopped behind me. A couple of them got out and asked me if I needed help. I 

told them I was out of gas and didn't have any money to buy more. I think I had hoped they 

would get some gas and I would be on my way again, but they kept questioning me and soon 

found out why I was running away. I didn't want to talk about it. 

Those were the nicest boys I had ever met. They pulled my car into the small town I had just 

gone through, by the name of Vona. Right up in front of the sheriff’s home! They went in and 

told him about me. [Later] they came back to tell me [that] the sheriff was a good man and 

would tell me what to do. The sheriff’s wife came out and invited me into her home. The 

sheriff had to leave on some kind of business, so I didn't get to talk to him until the next 

morning. His wife fed me some soup and sandwiches that tasted like manna from heaven. I 

was so hungry and hadn't realized it. This kind lady treated me really nice. She was quite a 

lady, [and seemed to] like me and put me at ease. 

At bedtime, she took me upstairs to a bedroom. She fixed the bed so I could crawl right in. The 

bathroom was right next to my room. She handed me a big fluffy towel and wash cloth. “I 

know you will like a nice relaxing bath, and here is one of my nightgowns you can wear to 

bed.” She didn't act like she was seeing me as a pretty scrounge looking kid.  

My face burned with embarrassment. I couldn't remember when I had had a good bath [and] 

my clothes were solid and worn. I thanked her and, after she left ,I went into that clean and 

white bathroom. [I] looked at the big tub, thinking this would be the first time I had taken a 

bath in [such] a tub. 

I washed my hair first, filled the tub way up, and settled down to soaking the dirt and grime 

off. There was a bar of pink soap that I wished I could smell. I figured it probably smell[ed] 

wonderful. I got out of the tub feeling cleaner than I had felt since grandma gave me a real 

scrubbing with a brush, that was a bit rough, but I was clean. I let the water drain while I got 

into bed. I couldn't believe the beautiful white sheets and was glad I was clean. 
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The next morning I was awakened early by the sheriff’s wife. She wanted me to go to early 

mass with her. I told her I wasn't Catholic, but she told me it was all right. We went to the 

church that was right next door. I sat in a seat while she got down on her knees and prayed 

for a long time. I heard her ask God to “help this troubled child, that had been forced to run 

away from home.” I was amazed [that] she was doing this for me, and felt a warm and 

wonderful feeling for this kind and gracious lady.  18

The sheriff came home just as breakfast was ready. As soon as we had eaten, he asked me to 

come with him to his office. It was a small building just a few feet from the house. He talked to 

me for a long time about the trouble I had with my stepfather. He asked me why my mother 

hadn't helped me, so I told him how my mother had never wanted me and had shown her 

dislike for me in every way. I finished telling him about my life [in] Kansas and the rough 

time I had had with a mother who didn't want me and a stepfather who must have been 

jealous of me, in some strange fashion. It had been hard telling him all of this. He was kind 

and he realized I was very shy, so he got the story out of me gradually. 

The sheriff sat for a long time. Finally, he told me what was going to happen. “Elsie, I called a 

neighbor of your folks, by the name of Cappers. I had to call Sharon Springs, as there is no 

central office in your town of Wallace. I talked to your stepfather, as he was the one who rode 

over to take the phone call. I didn't talk to him two minutes, [before] I could tell he was a 

spoiled and selfish man. He will be here soon to get you.” 

My heart sank as he told me this. I had been in hopes he could find a family [that] I could stay 

with and work for my room and board. But, as usual, I didn't say anything. [I] wondered what 

was going to happen to me. The sheriff went on to tell me that I was too young to be on my 

own. and in three years, I could leave home. “Your mother will realize now, that you weren't 

fibbing to her and will step in and straighten that old fool out.” But I knew he didn't realize she 

couldn't care less and I was going to have to be on my guard all of the time, from then on. He 

told me that it might be a good idea to get the law after him and have him thrown in jail for 

awhile. I thought about that for awhile and decided to wait and see. 

 end page 1718
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Old Jim got there soon after that. A friend had brought him out. He got out of his friend’s car 

and walked over to the old Ford, looked into the floor of the back seat, and started cussing. 

“Where is my spare tire? Its gone!” I walked over and saw [that] the tire was gone, and the 

five gallon can [was] too. He had that old mean look on his face as he turned and started in on 

me, but the sheriff got him over to one side and talked to him. I never knew what was said. 

I got into the back seat and we were headed back to the place I hated so much. The place of 

drudgery and abuse. My stomach wasn't feeling very well [and] I thought I was going to be 

sick, but I kept swallowing. When we got down the road a ways, he started in on me. “No 

damned sheriff is going to tell me what to do!” he yelled at me. From then on, for miles, he told 

me I had always been a a damned nuisance. [That] he had fed an clothed me. I wasn't worth 

worth a snowball in hell, and when we got home, he was going to beat me so bad I would never 

try to run off again. I didn't say any thing for a long time. I had a lump in my throat that 

threatened to choke me. The miles went by and he was still raving like a maniac, on and on. 

Every once in awhile, he would get back to the spare tire [that] some one had taken and I was 

going to pay for.  

The whole thing finally got to me, and I [finally] knew what I was going to do. All at once, I 

yelled back at him. “Shut up old man! Just shut up! When I get done with you, you aren't 

going to feel so smart! You see, I am going to have you thrown in jail! Attempted rape is an 

offense and I am tired of tour threats! You have worked me like a man for years. Beat me for 

no reason at all. You are nothing but a damned old drunk! Why Mom has stayed with you all 

of these years, I don't know. But now she knows what you are, so just shut up! I am tired of 

listening to you!” 

I sat back in the seat and marveled at my bravery, not [really] believing yet what I had said to 

him. He was strangely quiet the rest of the way home. I did a lot of thinking as we drove along. 

I just knew Mom and I would leave old Jim and I would work so hard. She would see how 

much nicer it was without his drinking and hitting her all the time. Maybe she could work too, 

if the work wasn't too hard, but I would do my best to keep her happy and free from this old 

drunk she was married to. I had great hopes of having a better life. 
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When we pulled into the yard at home, Mom came rushing out of the house. I was smiling at 

her and was sure she would be so happy to see me. [That] she would welcome me with open 

arms. But, I was given a scolding like you wouldn't believe. “Young lady, what do you mean 

running off like that and worrying us to death?” I was shocked at her attitude and asked her 

if she had found the note I had left on the hay in the barn, but she ignored that question and 

continued to give me the dickens. I was so hurt at the way she had greeted me, I could hardly 

keep from bursting into tears. I walked into the house, got a drink of water, picked up the milk 

buckets and headed for the barn. She didn't say a word to me all the time we were milking. I 

finished up the chores and went to the house. Mom still wasn't talking to me, so I ate a bowl of 

vegetable soup she had made and went to bed. Lying there thinking, I decided [that] when she 

got over being mad at me, we could talk this over and make plans to get away. They went to 

bed soon after. 

I had dozed off when I heard someone sobbing. I [thought] it was Mom and was sorry I had 

upset her so badly. All at once I realized, it was old Jim doing the crying. I smiled in the 

darkness, glad he was scared at what I was going to do to him, sending him to jail. But the 

next moment, I was shocked to hear my mother telling him “I will talk her out of it , Jim. I 

won’t let her send you to jail. I will say she is a big liar.” She was patting him on the back to 

console him. At that minute, I hated my mother. She had  never stood up for me, in my life. I 19

felt an empty, cold spot in my heart. To think, after all these years, I had tried to get her to at 

least like me. She had failed me again. 

I got very little [sleep] that night. My mind going from one thing to another. [Like] the old 

spittoon he made me empty. I broke one he had, that was made of some kind of pottery, [so] 

he got a gallon can and he would wait until it was running over the sides before he would have 

me go dump it. It was so vile and slimy, I upchucked a lot of the meals when I had to empty it. 

He wanted it washed out, so I could get a bucket of water and a stick with a rag on it and 

washed it that way. I tried to get Mom [to] make him empty his own dirty old can, but she 

would tell me “You mind your father! It won’t hurt you to do a few things around here!” 

I finally drifted off to sleep [but] was awakened at four in the morning to go milk. I felt awful 

and very betrayed. I didn't say a thing to Mom, all the time we were milking. When we 
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finished, Mom took two buckets of milk to the house. She was gone for a long time and by the 

time she got back, I had the barn cleaned and the work horses fed their grain. I knew they 

were plotting how to keep me from having old Jim thrown in jail, and sure enough, when she 

got back after the other two pails of milk, she started crying. I stood and looked at her coldly, 

knowing this was a ploy to keep me from doing anything to him at all. She sobbed and carried 

on for awhile before she said anything. “Elsie, I want you to forget all of this nonsense about 

sending Jim to jail. He was just playing a joke on you.” I looked at her, not believing what I was 

hearing! Then I started in on her. 

“Mom you know better than that. Why don't you admit [that] you are married to one of the 

worst old fools that was ever born. You have put me down for years, in order to keep him 

happy. I worked myself to death trying to get you to care for me, just a little bit, but no, you 

didn't want to even like me, let alone love me. How you [can] still stand up for that old bum, is 

more than I can figure out!  I am still going to call the sheriff and see what the sheriff thinks 

of your dirty old man. I don't owe either one of you a thing, so that is my answer to your 

trying to save his old hide!” 

Buy then, she was almost screaming at me. “But I don't want him to have to go to jail! Its not 

right! Just think of the talk this will cause!” 

I knew it would cause a lot of talk, but I didn't care. She finished up her pleading by adding 

that he hadn't raped me and had promised he would behave from then on. She stood looking 

at me, expectantly. I wanted to lash out at her, telling her how much I detested her and old 

Jim. But, as usual, I didn't say anything for a long time. [I] finally told her that I would “drop 

the call to the sheriff’s office, but if he ever makes one move towards me, I would turn him in 

for sure!” 

She hurried to the house with her wonderful news for old Jim. I finished up the chores and 

headed into the house. A car drove in just then and Uncle Noble got out. Mom came out and 

she rushed back into the house. I stood there puzzled at why he was there and it dawned on 

me that Mom had called him to help her plead her case, to keep old Jim from going to jail. I 

fooled around out side not wanting to see any of them. Mom called me to breakfast, so I went 
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in. I said hello to Uncle Noble.,not offering to hug or kiss him. I felt like he was a traitor and 

wanted no part of him. He didn't stay very long and I wasn't there to tell him goodbye, either. 

Old Jim acted pretty meek for a few days. But it wasn't long until he was ordering me to do 

most of the work again. I did the work, not saying anything to him, or Mom. Mom cornered 

me one day and made me promise I would never tell what had happened. I said I wouldn't and 

went back to my silent treatment of them. One day, the old gallon bucket got full and old Jim 

didn't have any better sense than to order me to empty it. I stood up and looked him right in 

the eyes and told him to empty his own dirty old can. He looked at me, not believing what he 

had heard. “You get out there and empty that spittoon!” [He yelled.] I yelled right back at him 

that I was never going to do his dirty work again! Mom started to tell me to mind, but the look 

I gave here stopped her before she finished. He had to empty the dirty old can himself. It was 

on the verge of running over, as it always was. I never saw him look like he did, as he went out 

the door carrying that gallon can. Some of it spilling on his hands and on the floor. I had to get 

out of the house and where they couldn't hear me laugh, which I did until I was weak. I had 

never enjoyed anything so much in my life! 

I began going to more of the dances and became a dancing fool. I had always been too bashful 

to say much to the boy I was dating, but from then on, I flirted and talked a blue streak. I 

never missed a dance, having all the partners a girl could want. One night, at a dance in the 

big hall at McAllaster, a few of us were standing on the cement slab just in front of the hall. We 

were all <in the light shining from the doors>. We had just finished a wild square dance and 

were laughing at how much fun it had been. George Gardner, that buddy of old Jim's, came 

walking up to where a few of us were standing, he threw his arm around me and, being very 

drunk, began telling my friends how he had practically raised me. “She used to be my <??>” <I 

tried to get away from> him, but he was hanging <on tight when I heard him> tell his wife <??> 

that almost caused me to <faint> “You stay from my husband!” she yelled, and called me a few 

choice words. I couldn't believe it! She and Mom had been friends for a long time. Old George 

had always been nice to me <??> that I was older now. <??>  hurt. After so much of her 20

raking me over the coals I told her to “Go to Hell” and I sure as heck would want that old 

drunk [anyway]. she tried to slap me but I ducked. I and my friends went back in and danced 

until the band played Home Sweet Home. I [could] hardly keep from crying, I was so hurt. 

 end page 1920
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Nell never [again] came out to see Mom and I never told [her] what had happened. Then I 

realized, all at once, that I was getting a bad reputation and couldn't see why. I never drank or 

chased after boys. Now, all these years later, I know that old Jim was the one that started [the 

rumors]. just in case I ever wanted to tell what he had tried to do [to me]. It [must 

have]seemed like a good way to make himself out as the good guy. 

One night, I went to the dance at McAllaster [and] they had hired a real band, which 

happened every once in a while. The music was great and I was enjoying it so much, when a 

handsome young fellow walked up and asked me if I would dance with him. I got up from the 

bench and we began to dance. He really turned on the old-charm. At that time in my life, I took 

all of their malarky with a grain-of-salt and this fellow was handing me a line, for sure. He told 

me his name and how we used to play together, when we were small. We danced a lot that 

night and the next day I asked Mom if there was anybody by that name that had played with 

me when I was little. “Oh, sure. We would drive over to the Bever's, for some reason or other, 

and you would play with the Bever kids.” 

This fellow and I ran off and got married one warm January day and kept it a secret until he 

got nerve enough to tell his folks. He told me all about his large family of five [sisters] and 

three brothers I was thrilled-to-pieces thinking [that] now I would have have some brothers 

and sisters! 

When Lloyd, my new husband, wrote and said he would be after me on a certain day, I told 

Mom I was leaving. She didn't believe me at first, until I showed her the little record book the 

judge had given us. “But you haven't been any place! Only over [to] Charlie and Elbertine's!” 

They were good friends of mine. I told her that Elbertine was supposed to stand up with us but 

she was sick in bed, so Lloyd and I went on to Sharon Springs and got married by an old judge 

by the name of <??z>. He was so tongue-tied we could hardly understand what he was saying. 

I am not sure, to this day, if we are really married. I was seventeen and Lloyd nineteen. 

Mom started washing my clothes [and] old Jim came to the house just as she got them on the 

line. He asked what she was doing, washing again, when she had washed the day before. Mom 

told him I [got] married and was leaving. He flew into the worst rage I had ever seen. He [said 
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he] was going to have the marriage annulled and do all kinds of [other] mean [and] spiteful 

things. I told him I would be eighteen by the time he could get the marriage [annulment] 

through. He then told me I couldn't take my cattle. I looked right at him and told him in a 

quiet voice “Don't you think for one minute that I will let you keep [the] cows that I [had] 

worked so hard to get! Yes, Im going to get them and you aren't going to stop me!” 

Lloyd and I came down in one his dad’s big trucks and got [my cows] a few days later. Old Jim 

never said a word about not letting take them. I think he was in doubt as to what Lloyd would 

to him. Not long after I left, him and Mom sold the old homestead. They didn't have me to do 

most of the work [any more]! 

Lloyd and I moved to a place a mile west of his parent’s place. It belonged to his folks. One day, 

a bright red car came into our yard, the driver leaning on the horn. There was Mom, looking 

so proud of herself. I went up to the car and jokingly asked her “Since when had [you] started 

stealing cars?” She told me she had bought it and it was all paid for. This was before they had 

their [farm] sale. There was something about that car that bugged me for a long time. Old Jim 

showed up one day in a bright green car. They were both little Model-A Fords. Mom had her 

car for a long time, but old Jim couldn't afford his and had to let it go back for lack of money. 

Mom would never let mim drive her car. I think he drank up most of the money he got from 

their [farm] sale. 

I hate to say this, but I never liked my mother again, from the time I was fifteen. I never 

treated her any way but good, but I couldn't stand to have her touch me. She was to close to 

old Jim. I hated and despised him, all the years I had to live at home, until the day he died. I 

went back to his funeral so Mom wouldn't have anything to complain about. Uncle Noble came 

out and sat and cried all during the funeral. When Mom died he came to her funeral and never 

shed a tear. I think I have some pretty weird relatives. 

One day, I got to thinking about the little red car and, all at once, her words “It is all paid 

for!” [Being the] dummy that I was, it dawned on me she had been saving that money for 

years. Even when I had worn [old] Jim's shoes to school. The old satin dress I had tried to fix 

up to wear to the dances. The clothes she could have bought for herself and me. But, of course, 

she didn't care how I looked and she bought very little for herself, although she had better 
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clothes than I had all those years. She seldom wore them, so of course they stayed nice. That 

was one more thing that told me she cared nothing for me. 

Now that this is the end of the story of my miserable childhood, I will say this. . . 

I NO LONGER LOOK TO THE PAST BUT ONLY TO THE FUTURE! 

  

(signed) Elsie E. Bever 1983 (Jan)
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