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This book is for my three families—

To my birth family, who share the everlasting bonds of kinship.

To my husband’s warm and loving family, who welcomed me to their bosom in total acceptance from the day I walked into their lives over sixty-two years ago.

And finally, to my immediate family, who give my life meaning.



The people and experiences presented in this book reflect the opinions and observations of the author. A few of the names have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals and their families.



Introduction
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Aunt Hazel, Aunt Wilma, Mama, and Shep
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This is the story of a time, and a place, and a family. The time was the Depression years, the place a rural area of Iowa, the family—mine. To begin it I shall take you back, briefly, to my mother’s people, the Urmys, all the way to my great-great-grandparents.

Susannah and Jacob Urmy had the distinction of being among the first pioneers to settle in the state of Iowa. After arriving in Monroe township in Benton County, Iowa, about halfway between Cedar Rapids and Waterloo, sometime around 1846, the year Iowa became a state, they built a log cabin to house themselves and their five children. Eventually they acquired farmland on which they built structures to hold their livestock, as well as a sprawling, no-nonsense, clapboard house that still stands—though in a sad state of disrepair—and is known as “the home place.” They also bought a substantial part of the surrounding woodland which, in a nod to their past, they named Yankee Grove, for they themselves were Yankees, having come to Iowa in a covered wagon by way of Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Kentucky, and Indiana.

Susannah and Jacob helped establish two churches; broke sod three times in their lives, plowing virgin soil to prepare it for raising crops; and were almost totally self-sufficient. Like other pioneers, they did their own doctoring from home remedies. They raised, butchered, canned, and cured their own cows, hogs, and chickens. They hunted squirrels, rabbits, pheasants, and quail right there in Yankee Grove. They tanned their own leather in a hollowed-out hickory log. For the most part, they mended the harnesses for their horses and repaired their own shoes.

They made their own bread and sometimes ground their own flour of oats and wheat; they ground the corn to feed to their chickens and to make cornmeal mush for themselves. They made their own shirts, knitted their own sweaters, scarves, and socks, and sewed their own aprons, dresses, and night-wear. They patched together and tied their own wool quilts. Their industry and independence were nothing short of astonishing. Ralph Waldo Emerson could have learned a thing or two about self-reliance from my great-great-grandparents.

One of Susannah and Jacob’s sons, Jonathan, married Harriet Turner, a pioneer he had met in Indiana. They settled on a farm near Yankee Grove. Family lore has it that Harriet was a descendant of the Mayflower Turners, but that has never been verified. Having each been born to parents who had the fortitude to cover half the continent in covered wagons, Jonathan and Harriet continued in the self-sufficient ways of the pioneer tradition which was their legacy. They produced twelve children. Arthur Urmy, my grandfather, was their first son. I came to know Grandpa Arthur very well, but Jonathan I met only once—on a very memorable occasion (which I describe later).

Like his parents and grandparents before him, Grandpa Arthur married a pioneer woman, Emma Fry, who was also the descendant of first settlers in Iowa. Both were still in their teens when they wed, and they immediately set up housekeeping on a farm in Monroe Township, about three miles from Garrison. They had eight children. Two boys and two girls died before the age of two; four daughters, including my mother, Merle, and my aunt Hazel, survived.

Emma Fry’s family, like Grandpa’s folks, had immigrated to Iowa around the 1850’s, crossing the country from Pennsylvania by covered wagon. But by nature the Frys were just about the opposite of the Urmys. They looked at life as a jolly event. They could and did spend money on luxury items. It was Emma’s family who provided the young couple with a dowry that included a double set of Haviland china, real silver, and fine bed and table linens. The Frys spent money on chocolate, cosmetics, entertainment, clothing, barbershop haircuts, and even moderate amounts of alcohol, all without consuming themselves with guilt. As a child, my assessment of them was that they were a very cheery bunch of relatives. However, it was the Urmys, not the Frys, who would set the tone of our family life.

Coming from a background firmly rooted in the New England Puritan tradition, the Urmys could easily have served as models for the source of H. L. Mencken’s definition of Puritanism as “the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.” They were a somber lot, generally speaking. To them, life was a serious challenge and they brooked few frivolities. They read the Bible, prayed every day, and entertained themselves by critiquing the minister’s Sunday sermons and quarreling over his interpretations of the Bible. One perpetual topic of debate was whether miracles were still happening, for God was real to them and His actions a source of constant interest and discussion. Anyone careless enough to lay a knife or a pair of scissors on my grandparents’ Bible could expect a hard knuckle rap on the head, for we were taught to respect God and His word above all else.

It was into this background that my mother, my two brothers, my baby sister, and I were precipitously thrust when I was little more than five years old. The year was around 1930. The Depression was imminent, as was the terrible weather that would become known as the Dirty Thirties. Hard times were going to be especially difficult for us in the decade that followed, for we were without a breadwinner, and would be completely dependent on the largesse of Grandma and Grandpa Urmy, two very strict and stern individuals. For us children, building character, developing a sense of responsibility, and above all, improving one’s mind would become the essential focus of our lives.

One of my earliest and most vivid memories was when Grandma apparently decided that my puny twelve-month-old sister, Avis, should be weaned, and snatched the nursing baby from my mother’s breast. The tiny infant wailed at the top of her lungs. “Let her cry!” Grandma declared. “You can’t begin character building too soon!”

A few years ago, a friend whose background is somewhat akin to mine reported that his father used to assemble him and his four brothers at the kitchen table every Saturday morning for “soup practice.” In front of each brother was a bowl of cold water and a soup spoon. They were to practice eating the cold water as if it were a bowl of soup: no noise, no slurping, and no dribbling it down their chins. The children had to participate in this weekly activity so as not to disgrace the parents at mealtime when they had guests and were eating real soup. When I heard this story, I knew I had met a kindred soul.

Endure deprivation without complaining; mind your manners at all times; do as your elders say. This was what the elders in our family expected of us and what the discipline and training they imposed were designed to elicit. In a very real way the value system that shaped my early days has also shaped my life.

In recent years, as my children and grandchildren have peppered me with questions about my childhood, I discovered, somewhat to my surprise, that I have come to view that time as a gift. Austere and challenging as it was, it built character, fed the intellect, and stirred the imagination.

In looking back, I realize that I have had the good fortune to have absorbed the events that transpired during my childhood years into my very being, as if no boundary exists between then and now, as if the past has not really passed. For some time, I have had the urge to share that treasure trove, lest it vanish. In the pages that follow I describe the effect of that decade on me as a young child, and introduce you to those altogether decent, tough, eccentric people whose bravery, endurance, dedication, and resourcefulness influenced me during all the years that followed. I tell of a time, a place, and a way of life long gone, nearly forgotten by the world, but still indelible in my memory. It is my hope to resurrect them, to make them live again.

So, partly in response to the basic human instinct to share feelings and experiences, and partly for the sheer joy and excitement of it all, I report on my early life. It was quite a romp.
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John, Millie, and Jack
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Foreground

My childhood came to a virtual halt when I was around five years old. That was when my grandfather banished my father from our lives forever for some transgression that was not to be disclosed to us children, though we overheard whispered references to bankruptcy, bootlegging, and jail time. His name was never again spoken in our presence; he just abruptly disappeared from our lives. The shame and disgrace that enveloped our family as a result of these events, along with the ensuing divorce, just about destroyed my mother. Is it possible today to make anyone understand the harsh judgment of such failures in the late 1920’s? Throughout my entire life, whenever I was asked about my father, I always said that he was dead. When he actually died I never knew.

So it was that Grandma and Grandpa chose to make our family of five—Mama, my ten-year-old brother Jack, my eight-year-old brother John, my one-year-old sister Avis, and me—their responsibility. They decided to settle us on the smallest of Grandpa’s four farms, which was located about three miles from the village of Garrison, where they had retired after a lifetime of farming. However, because the fierce blizzards and subzero temperatures of Iowa winters made it hazardous to walk to the one-room rural school we would be attending, it had been arranged that we would live with Grandma and Grandpa in Garrison and attend school there from January until the school year ended in mid-May. At that time our family would move out to the farm. Each year from then on, we went to school in the country from September until Christmas, then moved back to Garrison and finished the school year in town.

Our new life began when we arrived at Grandma and Grandpa’s on a cold winter day in February. The house we moved into that day was a large, substantial structure. It was located about seven miles from Vinton, the seat of Benton County. Grandpa was born, raised, married, and buried all within an eight-mile radius of Garrison and Yankee Grove, the wooded area where his parents had settled as pioneers.

Though the house we shared boasted eight large rooms, suggesting that we had lots of space and privacy, in fact, all seven of us spent most of our waking hours confined to the living roomand the kitchen because they were the only rooms that were heated. The frigid upstairs bedrooms were rarely used except for sleeping. The conditions under which we lived were a perfect demonstration of the wisdom of Kahlil Gibran’s observation: “Let there be spaces in your togetherness.”
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Grandma and Grandpa’s house in Garrison

Grandpa and Grandma must have had some unspoken, perhaps even unrecognized, resentment at having toiled all their lives raising their own family, only to be confronted with the inescapable fact that now, retired at last, they had to do the whole thing all over again and raise their daughter’s “spawn,” as Grandma often referred to us. And all of this was happening at the worst possible time, during the Depression.

All three generations suffered. We kids were under the constant surveillance of Grandma and Grandpa, who were critical of how we spent our days, how we spoke and dressed, and how we behaved. (In a good many ways, they never quite made it into the twentieth century.) Suddenly we were subjected to a completely new set of rules, which governed every aspect of our lives. The whole family had to go to bed at a set time every night and get up at a set time every morning. We all had to be fully dressed for the day before we ate breakfast. We all had to sit down at a properly set table three times a day, and we all had to eat what was served on that table. Generally Grandpa would choose the menu for breakfast because he was the first one up. If he decided he wanted oatmeal, then everyone ate oatmeal; if he decided he wanted pancakes, then everyone ate pancakes; whether he selected sorghum, honey, or molasses as the sweetener, all were required to accept his choice. We were allowed no say in the matter.

In addition, to reinforce the principle of “Waste not, want not,” we were required to eat everything on our plates. If we didn’t, the food was set aside and served to us at the next meal. Generally, unless it was a Saturday and we had cousins visiting, there was no eating between meals.

Through this regimentation, the austere habits that Grandma and Grandpa had adopted and lived by for decades were imposed on us with a vengeance. And we often resented their severity. To be fair, I must note that it was those habits that made it possible for them to acquire four debt-free farms by the time we came to live with them. Now, there’s an achievement not to be overlooked. Nonetheless, Grandma and Grandpa were what the locals called “land-poor”—people who owned a lot of land but had very little money. And even what little they had they tried to save. The only things they spent money on were tea, coffee, sugar, salt, white flour, cloth, and kerosene.

Years later I came to understand that there was a good reason for them to want to save money. They needed it to pay the taxes on their farms, three of which they had rented out to the families of their daughters. Due to the deepening Depression, they could never be sure if the rent would actually be paid. If the rent did not come in, there would be no money to pay the taxes and the farms would be lost. We children sensed, but could not really understand, the awful threat of that disastrous economy. I had to grow to adulthood before I could even begin to comprehend the impact of what was happening in those days—the disappearance of money and jobs, the loss of machinery and farms, the bank failures that took people’s entire savings.

Though we didn’t understand them, we children were seldom protected from the harsh realities of the period, and we certainly sensed that something terrible was happening. Indelibly stamped in my memory is the scene in my Aunt Hazel and Uncle Ernest’s farm kitchen one wintry March morning when I was perhaps six years old. There I entered to find all the stalwart adults of my world—Grandma, Grandpa, Mama, my aunt and uncle—still and wordless as statues. It was clear that they had been crying. I had never seen adults cry. I didn’t know they could cry. I was struck mute with a fear that grabbed me right in the guts. Though I was given no explanation at the time, in the days that followed I overheard enough to realize that Grandpa’s brother and sister had each lost their farm, all of their machinery and all of their livestock, for reasons that were unfathomable to me. What can a child know of vast economic forces operating on a global level? I was stunned and afraid.

Grandma and Grandpa’s lives were changed forever by the plunging economy. It has taken me a lifetime to realize that the Depression and its consequent tragedies were nearly as incomprehensible to the adults as they were to us children. Since they could not understand what was happening in the world, how could they explain the situation to us? Suddenly, unexpectedly, a family of five was now the responsibility of two old people who had thought they were heading into a comfortable, if frugal, retirement. They must have been scared to death.

In Garrison, then, we children were required to adhere to the rigid routines set down for us by Grandma and Grandpa. But our lives changed radically when the school year ended around mid-May, for that was when we left Garrison for the country. The move to the country provided our little family with a welcome separation from our grandparents, and them with a no doubt equally welcome respite from us.

The farm we lived on was directly across the road from the farm where Mama’s sister, Aunt Hazel, her husband, Uncle Ernest, and their three sons lived. Unusual in Iowa, this proximity meant that there was much sharing and interaction between the two families. Feeling equally at home at both places, we cousins shared pets, leisure time, food, and chores. Indeed, the two properties were treated as one cooperative, if complicated, venture, though we maintained strictly separate households for eating, sleeping, and gardening. Each farm had its advantages. Aunt Hazel and Uncle Ernest’s farm was equipped with all the necessary implements, the buildings were properly maintained, and the livestock were well housed in winter and in summer; but it had insufficient pastureland. Our place was older, and the house, the sheep shed, and the chicken houses were the only buildings habitable the year round. The ancient, though picturesque, barn had been allowed to fall into a state of disrepair, and provided proper shelter for horses, calves, chickens, ducks, and geese only during the mild months of summer and fall. However, the permanent and best pastures were on our side of the road.

Grandma and Grandpa visited the farms frequently in their very noisy Buick bringing food, household necessities, and goodies. On these visits they would stay the day, lending a hand wherever help was needed, and then return to their home in the evening. They did this for all four of their daughters and their families.

It is no exaggeration to say that Grandpa and Grandma were about as compatible as two people could possibly be. They seldom argued; they went everywhere and did everything together. However, there was one event—involving a gun—that must be chronicled, an event that was revived, relived, and recounted repeatedly during the time our family lived with them. It happened when they were young parents and lived on the farm that later came to be occupied by Aunt Hazel and Uncle Ernest. In those days guns were a part of farm life. Women as well as men learned to shoot. Every family owned at least three guns: a.22 rifle, and ten-and twelve-gauge shotguns. From early childhood we were taught to respect and care for guns. “The most dangerous gun,” we were cautioned, “is the one that isn’t loaded.” That expression was drilled into us for reasons you will soon understand. One winter day Grandpa was in the kitchen cleaning his guns and Grandma was upstairs making beds. Grandpa accidentally discharged his “unloaded” gun. Grandma started screaming. Grandpa ran from the kitchen and started running up the steep stairs just as Grandma started to run down. They slammed into each other on the landing at the right-angled turn of the stairs, connecting with such force that they knocked each other to the floor, whereupon, in their panic, they began to shout at each other. No matter how many times they told the story, they still couldn’t get over the fact that they had erupted in such outbursts.

“Why did you yell?” Grandpa would ask Grandma at the conclusion of yet another retelling of the event.

“I yelled because I thought you had shot yourself. Why did you yell?”

“I yelled because I thought that I had shot you!”

They rehearsed this frightening event so often and vividly that I sometimes believed I was there to witness the incident. They were never able to get beyond their fright for each other’s well-being, nor were they ever able to see the burlesque humor in this event, which so entertained us grandchildren. Though there was a real possibility that the shot could have penetrated the ceiling and entered the bedroom, it turned out that it had lodged itself harmlessly in the doorsill between the kitchen and the living room. Curiously, Grandpa, who was so meticulous about everything, never repaired that doorsill.

Our move to the farm when school let out meant that the rigidly ordered lives dictated by our grandparents were now governed by an entirely different set of expectations: our mother’s. Even though we had many more chores and responsibilities such as taking care of the livestock, preparing meals, and planting and tending gardens, we actually felt freer on the farm than in Garrison. In important ways our lives were more our own, and Mama often addressed and treated us as if we were adults—if only because she needed us to be.

We four children were almost too much for our mother. To a surprising extent, she simply let us go our own ways. She didn’t mind when we went to bed or rose in the morning, if it was not a school day. She didn’t care what, when, or if we ate. She didn’t object if, in my nightgown, I trotted out to the henhouse to gather a couple of eggs and then, still in my nightgown, cooked a fried egg breakfast and ate it sitting outside on the sunny cellar door with my favorite cat. She ignored the niceties of setting places at mealtimes. Instead, she simply placed the food and utensils in the middle of the table and let us serve ourselves.

Mama almost never made an attempt to serve a balanced meal. If she had just taken bread from the oven around the middle of the day, our noon meal would consist of freshly made bread, homemade butter, whole plum jam, and a huge pitcher of milk. If, in the garden, she noticed that the sweet corn was ready, we had nothing but buttered sweet corn for supper. Further, she didn’t insist that we all eat at the table or that we all eat at the same time.

Of course, she did insist that we all do our assigned chores. Since it was obvious even to us children that it was necessary to meet our obligations to make the family operate, we seldom failed to do so, but we were allowed to create our own routines for our workdays—as did our mother, who had some very odd ideas about such matters. She marched to a different drummer, so to speak. Her priorities did not match those of most sensible people. One day she might iron or bake, even though the temperature had reached 95 degrees, on the grounds that she could not be made more uncomfortable than she already was. Yet the next day she might rise at dawn to start weeding in the garden because she liked the cool of the morning.

The real surprise is that Mama was an indifferent homemaker. She could make great soup and bake superb cakes and pies, but she could never cook meat nor fry potatoes to anyone’s liking. She would either overcook or undercook, oversalt a dish or forget the salt altogether. At my brothers’ urging I gradually began taking over the everyday cooking for the family when I was not much more than eight years old. I apparently inherited a natural affinity for cooking from Grandma and, rather than feeling burdened by the responsibility, I felt honored. Throughout my life, my culinary skills have been a significant asset.

With the wisdom of advancing age, I have lately come to believe that Mama acted as she did because she was crushed by the stigma of her broken home and overwhelmed by the never-ending burden of tending to and raising four active children. She coped the best she could, and certainly she had many gifts and talents. She loved being out-of-doors and could work for hours husking corn, shocking oats, and gardening. She had a remarkable rapport with animals, especially Grandpa’s favorite, the horse. And she could play the piano and sing.

The chief effect Mama’s unconventional life practices had on us kids at the time was our keen awareness that other children did not live the way we did. Though the realization that we were just outside the mainstream of society sometimes made us uncomfortable, it also made us stronger and reinforced our feeling of independence. Mama’s loose routines also made us kids remarkably flexible in handling unforeseen events as we grew up. If things don’t go as planned, adapt to the new development and get on with your life.
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My parents

With all of her nonconforming lifestyle, Mama did some things spot-on. She was a tyrant when it came to learning, or anything else pertaining to school. She encouraged, nay, demanded, that we do our homework, that we do more in school than was asked of us, and that we participate in spelling, dramatic, and music (both voice and instrumental) competitions—though she rarely attended the plays, concerts, or other contests that we competed in. She was, in fact, quite reclusive. Her parental involvement was almost completely behind the scenes. However, for my lifelong pursuit of learning, and appreciation of music, I owe her big-time.

Beyond her, I owe these gifts to my grandfather, because it was he who had recognized similar gifts in my mother and encouraged them to flourish. Petite and pretty, studious and possessed of an exceptional memory, Mama was Grandpa’s favorite child. (Grandma repeatedly sniffed that he had always babied her.) In an extraordinary move for a farmer, Grandpa had enrolled her and her sister Hazel at Tilford Academy in Vinton after graduation from eighth grade, because he wanted his daughters to continue their education and there was no high school in the area. When they graduated from the academy (the school he himself had attended as a boy), he sent them on to Iowa State Normal School in Cedar Falls to earn their teacher’s certificates. Until her marriage, then, Mama taught at Monroe 6 in a one-room country school—the very one we would later attend.

Another debt I owe Mama, which went unrecognized and unappreciated until much later, needs to be noted. The day I learned this particular lesson was one of those bitterly cold winter afternoons when the roaring fire in the kitchen range provided the only heat. My mother had allowed her pet canary to fly free about the kitchen while she cleaned his cage. The beautiful yellow bird suddenly flew down and landed on the almost red-hot stove lid. He emitted one single, terrible scream that I can hear to this day. (When I read the startling first line of Gravity’s Rainbow, “A screaming came across the sky,” I wondered if Thomas Pynchon had experienced a similar event.) Without hesitation, Mama grabbed the stove lid handle and deftly tilted the mortally wounded creature into the blazing fire. I was dumbstruck. I knew how much she cherished Chicky. Looking straight at me, she said, “Don’t think of yourself. Think of Chicky.”

I never forgot this heroic example of unselfishness, and have used it to sustain me in making painful decisions when our family had to euthanize beloved pets. Don’t keep an animal alive because you can’t bear to suffer the pangs of bereavement. Think of the animal. This attitude makes the act bearable.


[image: image]

Mama, Aunt Hazel, Uncle Ernest, Grandma, and Grandpa had a real gift for integrating us children into farm life. Working alongside us, they taught us how to perform the chores and execute the obligations that make a family and a farm work. Together we planted and tended gardens; harvested and canned fruits, vegetables, and meats; milked cows and fed calves; gathered nuts, morels, wild berries, grapes, and honey; cut wood; and harvested corn, hay, and soybeans. Thus we acquired an impressive store of what came to be identified as “assumed knowledge”—an education that is hard to match.

We had the whole outdoors as our world during the summers, because we always spent them on the farm. And under Mama’s lenient, perhaps even negligent dominion, we kids felt unburdened. We were relieved of the disapproving and critical presence of our grandparents (though not one of us would ever have put it that way, for we respected them mightily). Despite the heavy responsibilities we bore, summers were the time we relaxed and felt appreciated. Winters under the eyes of our grandparents were much harder.
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Great-Grandpa Jonathan

Old folks were ubiquitous in our world. As we were growing up we were surrounded by swarms of cousins, aunts, uncles, great-aunts and-uncles, grandparents, and great-grandparents. There was a saying in our family that no one ever died; people just dried up, were hung on a hook, and conducted their affairs from there.

I will forever remember meeting one of the oldest of the old folks—my grandfather’s father—for the first and only time. Though he had lived most of his life in the Yankee Grove area, Great-Grandpa Jonathan had long since moved to Northern Iowa to live out his old age with one of his nine living children. His visit occurred early in the fall, after the oat harvest and before the beginning of corn-picking time, around the year 1930.

“Great-Grandpa is coming!” The announcement was on everyone’s tongue. Jack, John, Avis, and I, along with our cousins Dean and Robert, who were almost like brothers to us, were all lined up on the freshly scrubbed porch of Aunt Hazel and Uncle Ernest’s farmhouse. All the boys had on clean, blue denim bibbed “overhauls” and had combed their hair with water, a sure sign of a special event. My little sister, Avis, and I wore newly made gingham dresses, yellow polka dots on a blue background, with bloomers to match. Mama had put up our hair in rag curls the night before, another sign of an occasion. We were all barefooted.

“Keep your heads bowed during grace!” “Try not to get dirty!” “Keep your voices down. Above all, don’t run into Grandpa!” Aunt Hazel’s orders were stern.

Grandma, Mama, and Aunt Hazel had been cleaning and baking for days. In Iowa, the honor accorded a guest was gauged by the food the homemaker put on the table. Mama had baked bread with special care for this occasion. When the loaves were done, she removed them from their black tin pans, flipped them onto their tops, and returned them to the oven of the cast-iron kitchen range for extra crisping, thus ensuring an all-over tasty crust. And she made an especially large batch of honey-hickory nut cinnamon rolls in the nine-bun cast-iron pans. These had to be removed immediately after baking to prevent sticking, and we kids would sneak a few of the sweet, crunchy nuts that oozed down the sides. Aunt Hazel made her specialty, an angel food cake—high, white, and covered with a boiled whole-milk frosting. There were apple and cherry pies whose flaky crusts shattered at the first touch of the fork.

From the preparations and the reverence with which the adults spoke of Great-Grandpa, we children looked forward to his visit with the same awe and expectancy that the Israelites awaited Moses’s descent from the mountain. Sitting in the lower branches of the sturdy box elder tree, we endlessly discussed his impending arrival. Several of the older kids hooted in derision when I asked whether or not we should address him as Great-Grandpa. (This was the beginning of my becoming aware of an undeclared and not strictly defined division between myself, my little sister, our young cousins, and friends on the one hand, and my older brothers, cousins, and friends on the other, with age—eight or nine years being the dividing line—the key factor in one’s identification. Throughout my early childhood, younger children were referred to by older ones as the Little Kids, and we Little Kids referred to them as the Big Kids.)

And then he arrived. Grandpa Arthur, who was his oldest son, helped him emerge from the Buick with the isinglass curtains. He looked exactly like one of the prophets pictured in Grandpa’s Sunday School pamphlet, The Upper Room. His gnarled hands clasped a sturdy cane with a gold-clad crook; his body was slight and frail; his head looked enormous because of his long white hair and his immense white beard. His eyes, fierce and piercing, focused for what seemed too long a time on each of us kids as we were being introduced. A little frightened, we responded to his questions and observations with unaccustomed sedateness.
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Great-Grandpa Jonathan Urmy

After supper, Great-Grandpa did something to me that was so unusual and so remarkable, something that overwhelmed and embarrassed me so much that I was never able to speak of what occurred. Not everyone would understand such a reaction. That is, you wouldn’t understand unless you came from a family of “hearty-handshake” Methodists the way I did. In a “hearty-handshake” Methodist family it wasn’t considered appropriate behavior to show approval or affection toward people by hugging, and/or kissing, or, indeed, even touching. For instance, I recall an uncomfortable incident that occurred one winter Saturday night in Garrison. Our garrulous, outgoing next-door neighbor, who had dropped in for a chat, turned to us as she exited the kitchen door, saying, “Thanks for the great evening. Oh, I do love you folks.” With that she quickly departed. Grandma stiffened in her chair. When the door was securely closed, she said quietly, “Well, we like her, too. But there’s no need to say so.”

Nor did this emotional austerity ease with the passage of time. Consider Grandpa’s response to the safe return of my brother from five years of dangerous service in World War II. Having served in the fiercest battles of that war, Jack had been wounded, decorated, and pronounced a real hero. On first seeing Jack, Grandpa placed a hand on Jack’s right shoulder, then, as if realizing that he was about to reveal some deep emotion, quickly withdrew it as he said ever so softly, “I’m glad you’re back. I never thought I’d ever see you again.” His eyes were slightly misty, but that was it. In our family, no matter what the circumstance, one’s emotions were required to be kept private.

You could touch, hug, pat, or even kiss kittens, puppies, a favorite calf or horse, but you just didn’t do it to people. If you achieved some prize in school like winning a music or declamatory contest, a spelling bee, or top honors in your class, you would be rewarded, along with some approving comments, with the old hearty handshake. It was a fact that we had no acceptable way to show affection toward people.

To this day I cannot explain Great-Grandpa’s astonishing behavior to me on that first night of his visit, but after supper, when we were all gathered in the parlor (opened especially for this occasion), the old man sat himself down in a cherry rocker, hooked his heavy mahogany cane over one of its arms, then called me over to him and pulled me gently onto his lap. Startled by this unusual outward display of affection, I became rigid. As he softly stroked my shoulder, I lifted his great white beard, tucked my head under it, pulled my bare feet up, and allowed myself to settle, lulled by the loud ticking of the huge gold watch in his vest pocket. There I remained for the rest of the evening, listening to reminiscences of pioneer days in Yankee Grove, and gradually relaxing into the comfort of his warm lap and a long session of storytelling.

This was a fine entertainment for us all. Cousins and brothers sprawled on the carpet, half reclining on their scabby elbows, bare feet with bloody, stubbed toes sticking out into the middle of the room. The adults sat in chairs ringed around the room. Everyone gave the old man their complete attention.

Great-Grandpa recounted tales of bitter blizzards, the deaths of infants from whooping cough, diphtheria, and pneumonia. He remembered how Indians always came to winter in Indian Hollow in Yankee Grove, and he seemed happy when he was told the spring was still there, running clear and full. An avowed teetotaler, he was not so happy when he recalled that a tavern that had served as a stagecoach stop once occupied a spot near the home place in Yankee Grove. He described favorite horses and long-ago quarrels and chuckled over his naming a mule “Jake” after one of his stubborn neighbors. He gleefully recounted his victory over the Burlington, Cedar Rapids, and Minnesota Railway when it appeared that the railway was going to cut a sizeable corner from one of his fields, depriving him of access to this fertile land. Determined to fight the land grab, he sat vigil with his twelve-gauge shotgun until the powers-that-be decided to reroute the rail bed, leaving his field intact. Moreover, the curve that resulted meant that the train had to slow down so much to make the run safely that Grandpa Arthur and his brother Charlie were able to hop the slow-moving cars early every morning to ride to Vinton, where they were enrolled at the Tilford Academy. In the evening, they would return the same way they had come, hitching a ride on one of the railroad cars and hopping off as the train slowed for the fortuitous curve.

After all these stories, one of the boys dared to ask the question they had all been wanting to ask: “How did you lose half of your hand?” At this point I parted the coarse, white beard so I could watch the gesture he made with the thumb and index finger of his right hand. That’s all that was left of his hand; the rest of it just slanted downward and was covered by a horrid, shiny, pinkish scar.

“Well, that happened when your grandpa was a boy. We had been watching an eagle that had been taking chickens and pigs for quite a while. He didn’t take a lot; he’d just take one a day. I didn’t mind the chickens so much, but he kept gettin’ the little pigs. So one day he was a-sittin’ and a-waitin’ at the very top of that cottonwood tree there on the corner of the barnyard. That was his favorite place. I saw my chance so I got my gun and went upstairs to get a better shot out of the bedroom window. Now, I don’t know exactly how it happened, but the gun exploded and it took half my hand right off.”

We were mesmerized.

“Golly! What did you do with the part that was blown off?”

“Well, we just put it in a glass fruit jar and filled it with alcohol and buried it out there in the far corner of the strawberry patch.”

“Do you think it’s still there?”

“No reason why it shouldn’t be.”

Anyone who knows farm boys doesn’t have to ask whether they went in search of the buried hand. Of course they did. But they never found it.

Those who were present often referred to Great-Grandpa’s never-to-be-forgotten visit in later years. We discussed the stories he told, what he did or didn’t say, the accuracy of his reports, his gold-bedecked cane, his physical condition, and the length of his beard. But no one ever mentioned his unprecedented display of affection for me.
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