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Bert Alkman, June and July, 1975, Waggoner, Illinois.
Horace Waggoner, Interviewer.

A.l T was helping thresh on a place and we were out quite a distance

from any buildings, but there was a swamp right ahead of us full of
willows and In the mlddle of thls swamp an old crow had bullt her

nest up In the top of a cottonwood tree. And this storm came across
forty acres of corn. It looked like a roller had rolled through there,
just like exactly. Well, T had a load of wheat on and I sald to the
pltcher, "What had we better do?" He says, "You drive off that way.
That's agolng northeast, stralght. Drive southeast and you'll be all
right." Well, I hopped off the load and drove 1t southeast. I could
see what 1t was decing.

[There were] some big haystacks right by the slde of where I pulled
off to and that storm mlssed them by fifty yards, at least, and after
1t was clear passed, looked to me like—-the twister, you know, was
clear passed—--the tops of those stacks Just,plled off and took off
after that thing llke they was pald for 1t.” It headed right into
that swamp where the old crow was setting and it picked her up-—there
wasn't any raln in this—-1t picked her off of that nest and she went
up and up and up and up, and aflying as hard as she could. You could
see that, and all at once it just dashed her to the ground like that,
and broke her wing. One of the men went out and plcked her up.

Now, that was Just a big whirlwind. No rain in it. No thunder or
lightning. It was out of a big cloud, of course. That's the closest
I was ever to anything that whirled like that.

Q. Kind of a small tornado, then.
A, Yes, 1t was.
Q. Have you ever seen a tornado in thils part of the country?

A. We had one go through here one time since T llved here. It was going
by us a half mile north and I thought it was passed. We were standing
watching out of these windows, and all at once 1t Just turned around and
come back here, Just like that. This yard was surrounded with great large
maple trees, I expect fifty years old, and they were only ten feet apart.
It was a terrible mess of timber up there. It hit that and 1t tore off
those limbs. Right here by the side of the house, out about twenty steps,

er. AM¥man volunteered additional narration before Starting

review of this sesslon. See addenda ltem 103.

2See addenda 1tem 104.
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was a sugar maple tree, or a hard maple, and it brought all those linmbs
and stacked them around that thing. It saved the house by stacking
them around that. You could walk right around that tree like you was
in a tent affer 1t got by. Linbs set up iIn 1t and down in the ground,
you know. There was a large tree right south of the cellar there, a
large maple. Ch, 1t was over six feet through. I went to look to see
1f 1t had broke, I flgured 1t was hollow.

You'd see a limb and then you wouldn't see 1t. T never zseen a linb
blow off. You'd just see a limb and then it was gone.3 I hauled loads
of 1limbs out of my pasture down there. Brought them up here and burned
them after it was over. It shot one of them through that window, right
into the room, about a ten-foot linb.

Q. Right Info the living room, then.

A, Yes. That's the only damage 1t done,L'l to speak of, outside of
balling up trees for me to chop (laughs) for about a week.

Q. Did you ever have much crop damage from heavy rains, or haill, or .

A. No, I've been unusually fortunate In that. Chinch bug was the bilggest
destroyer I ever had. As I told you, that one year I had twenty acres of
corn Just about like that, all laid by and green as the corn 1s now, and
In three days there wasn't a stalk in sight. Not a stalkl They cleaned
the whole thing and went on over Into a clover meadow. Of course then
they took wing and flew for green stuff. That was ny worst experience
here. But I never shucked an ear of corn that year. Not an ear.

Q. You mentioned the Farm Bureau that came over and helped you with
culling the chlckens. Were there any other things that the Farm Bureau
was doing in those days?

A, Well, they would help you with anything that you'd ask them to. That
was one of the things—-really, I think that was one of the bigpest things
that that fellow ever put over, because there was a blg crowd here, I ex-
pect fifty people, for that culllng. They got the ldea, then, of how to
pick laying hens and everybody profited by 1t, oh, all around. All over
the townshlp. Profited by that culling, and it did me no harm. It did

me a lot of good because it took out all the old deadheads, you know, as

I said. Well, afterward I read everything I could, then, on how to cull
chlckens. I culled my own after that. I never had to call on hlm any more.

The first time I called him up, I called him up about a proposition on
some rough ground I had. Corn ground got a Idttle too dry and i1t was
rough. And I didn't quite know what to do with it and I called him up
here. I took him right into the field and I says, "Now, what am I to do
with this?" And I thought he would give me some explicit direction, but
he says, "Well now, Mr. So-and-so, down here, had the same proposition

3See addenda item 105,

4

See addenda item 106.
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and he did this. Mr. So-and-so, way out here, had the same proposltion
and he dld so, certain things." He never recommended a single thing.
He just told what others had done. Well, I was to draw my own conclu-
slons from <the bunch, you see, and go ahead and do the work. So, 1t
helped me out a lot, because I found what those blg farmers were dolng
and I did likewlse.

Q. What do you mean the ground was rough?

A. Oh, you couldn't reduce clods. Big clods. Too dry when we plowed
1t. You couldn't reduce clods. That was before I had an iron roller.
The next year, why, I got an iron roller. If I'd had that iron roller,
I needn't have called him, because they had the iron rollers that were
corrugated and they would cut as well as mash, and I could have fixed
that very nicely.

Q. What did you do that year?

A. T don't remember particularly, any more than that T double dlzced.
Went in with a disc and double cut 1t; cut 1t both dlrections and then
put the harrow on behind the disc, with flve horses on 1t, the last time.
That leveled it up and 1 could plant, then, from that. I got a good
stand of corn.

Q. Was the Farm Bureau organized into groups? Did you belong to the
Farm Bureau?

A, Tt was organized by counties. Yes, I Jolned that. One of the first
menbers, I expect, that they had there, at that tilme. Because 1t appealed
to me. T had been taking Wallace Farmer. I don't know whether you ever
read Wallace Farmer or not.

Q. DNo, sir.

A. The old man Wallace that started that paper was a Presbyterian preacher,
but a farmer. He was the most heart-to-heart talker you ever saw, through
the print. He could Just make you see it, through print. He advised all

the new farmers, and everybody else, what to do. Readling him made me anxious
to be 1n such an organlzatlon as the Farm Bureau. So, when they came—I've
belonged to it now for forty or fifty years, I don't know how long. I mlssed
one year. I was away. 1 sold out and travelled for one year and I missed
out on the Farm Bureau. That was the only year I was ever ouf of it.

Q. D1d they have regular meetings that you attended?

A. Yes, they had a regular meeting to elect offlcers every year, at a
certaln time of the year. Then they provided refreshments, and famllies
and all came. Course, by that time, the women had an organizatlon, too,
that they worked in. It was very educational and, as I fold you, this man
was a wonderful man. And ther, there was a man lived southeast of Raymond.
sam oorrels.  S-0-R-R-E-I—~5. T want his name on there because he was so
heart and soul with that and he was called Mr. Farm Bureau. (laughs) Boy,
he did convert more farmers, because he was an honest Christlan man and
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-
they belleved him.-

He had a very good farm, or rather hils wlfe dld, two hundred and twenty
acres that he farmed. He and I had grown up together so that he always
wanted to help me any way he could. He'd invite me down to see his geed-
Ings of alfalfa and his seedings of sweet clover. He began growing sweet
clover, the first that was ever grown in thls neck of the woods. The
ground up here was all sour, most of 1t, and 1t wouldn't grow sweet clover.
But ag soon as it was limed, 1t would grow 1t taller than your head, you
know; and they began growlng it, plowlng it under for green manure. He
was the instipator of that.

Well, then, in order to enhance the sale of the seed, he tore up an old
binder, or got parts of old binders, and bullt a seed gathering machine
that he drove through hls flelds and it stripped--dld you ever see a
cotton stripper?

Q. No sir.

A. You never seen them work? Well, thls stripped all the seed. It
went along and Just--1t was a bar of steel and 1t wasn't sharp enough

to cut 1t but sharp enough to scrape on 1t. He had a reel that would
press [the clover] back agalnst 1t and then [the bar] would scrape those
off and then [the reel] would mash it down, you know. He harvested, oh,
Jjust an awful lot of seed and dried i1t. Then he made a threshing machine
of his own to hull the stuff, right there on the farm. He had money to
buy gas englnes. That was ahead of tractors.

He put the sweet clover 1n the county. [Before] that [1t] would grow

along creeks but that was the only place you saw 1t. He put sweet clover
in, and then they followed that wlth alfalfa because sweet clover lnoculated
the land. They had to lime it to get sweet clover, see, and then 1t
Inoculated the land for alfalfa, and they could grow some bumper crops of
alfalfa.

It takes about flve years for anything of that kind to soak through, you
know. This fellow wlll watch the other fellow and he does so-and-so.
Well, he'll watch him the next year and if he does [all right] then:
"Well, I'11 try it." Farmers were very cautlous people.

@. Where did they hold the Farm Bureau meetings?

A. In Hlllsboro. Usually in the high school. They had a blg gym and
we'd have 1t in the gym at the high school. Have a box dinner. Usually
a State speaker, an agronomlst from out of the university, would come
there and glve a lecture.

One year we had a man from England. ©Oh, I could have listened to that man
all day. He was a farmer here, now. He says, "The hardest thing to buy,

anywhere, was bralns." He says, "That's the hardest thing to buy. You're
lucky 1f you can buy them." So, he was a lecturer over the country. He'd

58@e addenda item 107.
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experimerited 1n England some before he came here. Ile came here as a
man of sixty, I guess, and went to farming here and he grew phenomenal
crops. And he would take them slght-seeing over his farm. I don't
remenber where it was. It was north, though, of Champalgn someplace.

He was in the third glaclation. That was another thing. He was smart
enough to get in the third glaciation. He knew about that. I never

1 heard of glaclatlon untll after I had been on the farm two or three

\ years. We're only In the second here. And that 1s the reason that
|

|

Champalgn had us beat, just a little, because the thlrd extended down
over Champaign but 1t played out shortly below.

Q. Were you an officer, in any way, of the Farm Bureau?

r

| A. No. They Invlited me but I wouldn't serve. I had hay fever so bad

} those days it Just pretty near run me crazy and I couldn't drive over

| the country and interview farmers and go out in the farm filelds and

! vheat fields and so on. It would Just drive me wild. And so I resigned

from 1t. The Farm Bureau manager, he didn't want to let me go at all.

i He thought I cught to doctor for 1t. Well, he dldn't know how much

{ doctoring I had been dolng. I finally got so I left the state. A

‘ nurber of years I left the state through that season. So, I never served
as a--but I was a booster for 1t and helped 811 I could and when they

got to where they needed somebody to talk, I was ready to talk to pecple.

|

|

Q. What were your dutles as secretary of the elevator co-op?

A. Just merely keep track of the business. Most of my dutles was to

keep track of the armual meetlng, see that offlcers were properly elected.
We had a president, vice-president, secretary-treasurer, and & menbership
of probably flfty, you know,6 and you had to watch that they were duly
elected because the State was watching those places, trylng thelr best to
stick taxes on them. If you had five members that drew a salary, they'd
tax you an Income tax, and a heavy one. And we had to watch very carefully
and stay wlthin the three 1imit.

Q. Who were some of the offlicers 1n the co-op?

A. Well, I think every one of them are dead but me. All of them that I
can remenber, ever, are dead. They were young, younger farmers, or my age
farmers, and they've been gone qulte a while.

Q. Who were some of them?

A, Well, one of them's name was Derby. He lived down here on the southeast
corner of--or on the northeast corner—-—of the next section.

Q. Was that Frank Derby?

6

\

!

\

\

|

|

‘ A, Yes. You knew him, didn't you?
|

: See zgddenda ltem 108.
!

|
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Q. Not well, but I lknew of him.
A. I bet your mother knew him well.
Q. Yes, slr.

A. Frank Derby was president a long time. Then he was followed by a
man named Weltekamp. W-E-I-T-E-K-A-M-P. He farmed over adjoining
Harvel Township, but his interests were all In thils township. He was
the president for a number of years, and then, let's see, who dld we
have besides—and then he lost hils mind. It was the awfulest thing.
He was as smart as a whip and a well-balanced fellow and not a boozer,
but he got to trylng to learn money. He sent and got the books from
Washington, as far back as he could on money, and brought 1t up to
the date and he tried to learn it and he just studied himself crazy.
We did hate the worst to lose that man, my goodness!

And his brother tock his place then. Same name, just a younger man
than him. One was Frank and the other, lee, or one was . . . No, the
first man was Ed, and the next man, Leo. They were strong Catholles
but it didn't make a bit of difference In our meetings. They worked
Just the same with us and they would vote agalinst Catholic men that
tried to get somethlng they were not entitled to.7 They'd vote right
stralght through with us Protestants. So, I thought an awful lot of
those three men. I don't think . . . Oh, the first man, L guess, was
Herb Street. You knew Herb?

Q. I didn't know him. I've heard an awful lot about him.

A. T think he was the flrst president of the elevator association,8
and served a number of years.

When I first moved up here, why, I had worked for Tom Rlchardson out here.
I don't know whether you ever heard of him or not, but he was an old man
that worked on his knees. He had rheumatism so bad he couldn't stand up,
and he worked on his knees. And I worked as hls hired man two seasons
out there and I got to know practically all the--he'd married Al, uh, . .
Well, what was that? . . . You'd know in a minute, if I could think of
it7 . . . BSo, people from west of town all visited them. I got to know
Max and Reed, they were little tykes about this high at that time, and I
knew thelr mother. Thelr dad was dead, you know. Ch, I learned to know
Herb Street and he had a brother who ran for county superintendent of
schools; I forget hls name now.

T9ee addenda 1tem 109.

8See. addenda 1tem 110.

QMT. AMkman later ldentifiled thls person as Allce Willlamson. See

addenda item 111 for verbatlm text and some discussion of the Willlamson famlly.

10

item 112 for verbatim texi.

Mr. Alkman later ldentlfled this perSon as Jasper Street. See addenda
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Then, we had a man 1n the township named Tom Taylor. You probably knew
him, didn't you?

Q. Yez, sir.

A. Well, Tom was actlive in the Farm Bureau, too. He dldn't hold an
office that I can remenber of, but he was always a booster and would
do anything you asked him for, f? a committee. I thought an awful
lot of Tom. He was a fine man.

Q. Were you ever involved with the school board in the township here?

A. (laughs) 1'd had that one experience ag a school director and they
run after my every year, but I would not take it! They Just begged me
and begged me. (laughs) I wouldn't take another school dlrector's Jjob.
My, that's the most thankless job on earth.

Q. Where were you a director?

A. Honey Bend. I was right where they could bring all thelr grievances
to me, just walk across the road. I had to settle more spats.

Q. What types of spats dld they have?

A, COh, the teachers would 1ssue a certaln rule and the mothers wouldn't
want the kids to observe 1t. One teacher that I had to call 1n and glve

a good strong lecture and she didn't take 1t kindly at all, she wouldn't
let the kilds set thelr overshoes under the stove. She wanted to keep them
in the hall. And one of the women who had two kids that walked a mile and
a half, she came to me and she says, "Bert, those kids have got to have
those overshoes so they can put them on of an evening when they go home.
They're froze stiff and they can't get in them." And she says, "And T
want you to see that that's taken care of." And I says, "Well, T think
it. . . ." So, I told the teacher to come over. She came over and I told
her what she'd have to do and she didn't know whether she would or not.
"Now," T says, "listen, you do just what I tell you. You'll have to."

And she went off mad as hops, crying. (laughs) But she did. She stralghtened
out. 'Then, we had a ne'er-do-well famlly 1n the neighborhood that had a
little kild that never had been bossed and he made all manner of trouble

in the school. We had to keep calling in the directors and stralghtening
that out. &o, I had plenty of it.

Q. You indlcated that you had done some speaking.

A. No, I Just talked, llke I'm talking to you. No, I never made but one
speech in my 1ife. They had an awful tlme after they organlzed the Parent-
Teachers Assoclatlon down here at Waggoner, and Cap Williamson's wife-—
you knew her, too, dldn't you? ILela?

Q. Very vaguely.

At this point in the review, a discussion ensued not pertinent to
the memoir untll Honey Bend was mentloned. See addenda ltem 113 for the Honey
Bend discussion text.
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A. Well, I think she was the president of it, and she harped at me
for a temperance talk. Wanted me to make a temperance talk and I put
her off and put her off and put her off. Finally, they couldn't get
anyone to talk for one meeting and I says, "Well, I'll come down and
talk." But I didn't promlse to talk on temperance. I said, "I'll do
the best I can in that respect, but I can't make a temperance talk
alone." I says, "I'm golng to just tell you some of my experlence."
30, I gave them some of my experlence as a hired man working in various
famllles. All of them had children. The influence that I trled to
exert over klds. 1 always triled to exert a good Influence over the kids
In a famlly.

One man I worked for had a brother-in-law in St. Louls, and while T was
workling for him, his [the brother-in-law's] wife died wlth TB. She had
a 11ttle five year old boy that she had been able to Just see him at
meal time, if then, for a year, I guess. He was 1n saloons and alleys
and all the worst company he could get 1n because he liked dirty Jokes.
Little as he was. Well, when she dled, why, my boss went down and took
him in, brought him home with him, told him he was golng to keep him
and put him through school.

END OF SIDE ONE

A. Well, he had the dirtiest mouth that I ever saw on a five year old.

I never had seen hls equal. He knew every sell there was and he toock
right up following me. He wouldn't follow his uncle; he'd follow me,

you know. Well, he'd try a sell on me. I always bit on every one,

Just . . . (laughs) You ought to see that little bugger laugh. He'd
lay down and just roll and tumble. (laughter) It was really funny to me.

But he'd swear so much, and the folks whipped him for it. And one
morning at breakfast, they sald, "Now, Bert, 1f he swears out with you,
you're to tell us, and we're going to glve him a licking for it. He's
going to stop that swearing. Now, you're to tell us." I dldn't say yes
nor no, I just sat there and let them talk.

S0, we went out to work and we hadn't been working but a little while

when something dldn't go to sult him and he let loose and the alr got

blue. I let him rant for about a minute and I says, "Now, you heard

what they told me at the breakfast table." And then he cussed me, turned

on me. He says, "Tell them! Just go tell them!" And called me everything,
you know. And T says, "You never heard your uncle or me use such language
as that a slngle tlme. Now, did you?" Well, he didn't answer me. I says,
"All I want i1s for you to quit that." I says, "Why don't you quit it?" I
says, "I'm not agoing to tell them. Don't glory about that. I'm not going
to tell them any of it, but T want you to quit for ny sake. You qult swear-
Ing." And you know, in a month's time, he qult 1t entirely. Made as fine a
1ittle fellow as you ever saw. (laughs) And hils uncle educated him, and
the last I heard of him he was one of the runners for cne of the blg banks
In 5t. Louls, to go to where they made the exchange of a morning, you know.

30, that's what I told them Instead of a temperance speech. I sald, "I'm
nelither a father nor a teacher, and 1 don't think 1t 1s proper for me to
try to advlise people on raising chlldren, any more than that I think they
should be dlselplined enough to do what's right.
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Q. Where dld you glve this talk? At the grade school?

A. Yes, in the grade school, but the high school was all there, too.
That 1s, the teachers were and the members of the Parent-Teacher.

They never bothered me afterward. (laughs) I know it wasn't much of a
speech or they'd abothered me afterward but they didn't.

@. My mother wrote me about it. In a letter I received yesterday, she
mentioned 1t to me.

A. She did?
Q. She remembered hearing you gpeak in school.

A. T used to., Those days, the Blble was allowed in the school, you know,
and every time we had a traveling mlsslonary, or anythlng of the kind, I
stood in with the principals with an understanding that I could bring over
whatever 1 wanted to and Introduce to the school; of those people, you know.
They had Interesting talks.

I remember I took an Indian over one time. Full blood Indian, but he'd
had a unlversity education. Clalmed . he was called to preach. He went
over to make them a speech and he was atalking to them about a fellow
that was 1n theilr neighborhood, named John Stink. He wasn't an Indian,

he was a white man, but he had forty dogs and he hunted and he and the
dogs lived together. They all Iived in the same house and people were
about half afrald of him and he had eplleptic fits. And whenever he'd
have an eplleptlc fit, why, the cowboys would find him, dead to the world,
you know, and they'd go notify the Indlans. He was part Indian. They'd
go notlfy the Indlans and tell them they'd have to bury him. Well, there
In Oklehoma at that time, they sat a man up agalnst a plle of rock, then
Just piled rock all over him, sitting up. And those dogs would dig him
out every time and he'd come to. Another week or two he'd be hunting with
hls forty dogs. They burled him twice.

I lmow I was back 1n the anteroom when he was telling that story and I

sald to the teacher that was back there with me, a young lady and she

was from Oklahoma, and I says, "I think that fellow is aspiffing us. T
don't belleve that story." And she says, "No, he's not!" She says, "That's
the gospel truth. I know that." Sald, "That actually happened.”

S0, the third time that he had a flt and they found him dead, why, the
Indlang wouldn't plck him up. They'd got superstitious of him and they
wouldn't pick him up. So, 1t was up to the coroner to go out and get

him and he took him down to the undertaker and they enbalmed him and burled
him and he (laughs) didn't come to.

Q. Not once embalmed, I guess.

A. But I used to go to a school a lot with those kind of people, you know,
and of course, it was up to me to introduce them.

Q. That must have been what she was speaking of because she mentloned in
the one-room schools.































































































































































































































































































































