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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
William Ortman for the Oral History Office om October 7, 1972.

Harry Isenberger was born in Appanocose Township, Niota, Illinois on
November 4, 1887. Mr. Isenberger had lead an active live, working for
the Santa Fe Railroad, serving in World War I, working in his own grocery
store during the Depression, working for Sheaffer's Pen Company, and

doing carpenter work, In this interview, he discusses many aspects of
his life,

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or im part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sanagmon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




William Ortman, October 7, 1972, Nauvoo, Illinois,

Harry Isenberger, Interviewer,

Q: Mr, Isenberger, when were you born?

A: Born in Appanoose Township, south of Niota, on November 4, 1887,
Q: 1In 1887 you say, outside of Niota. Were your parents farmers?
A: They were at that time, yes.

Q: I see. You say, at that time. What did they do before or after
that?

A: Well, they farmed then and my dad farmed about all of his life. He
was a carpenter, too.

Q: As a carpenter, what did he . . . did he build houses or did he build
barns or a little of everything?

A: I never knew much about what he built, but I know there was a barn on
the place where we finally located up there this side of Niota that he
built when he was nineteen years old., And it was one of those big framed
barns that were put together with pins and these old-fashioned square
nails.

Q: It sounds like he did a good job. Are any of his buildings still
standing?

A: S5till standing-—that barn is, as far as I know.

Q: Stone foundation or something?

A: Yes, stone foundation.

Q: Whose farm is that located on? Do you know?

A: It was my dad's until--I bought it from him. I forget what year it
was now. And we lived out there until--well, I'd better not tell this

personal stuff.

Q: Okay. Well, this farm you say you bought from him and you can't
remember the date, was it after World War I or World War II?

A: Oh, yes. It was quite a while after that.
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Q: Sometime in the 1920's then probably?
A: Yes.
Q: Then you lived on that farm?

A: My wife and I lived out there for three or four years. 1 don't know
just how long it was. It wasn't much of a farm as it was only seventy-nine
acres. We raised tomatoes. I had quite a herd of cattle toward the last
before I got fouled up on it and sold it to Neil. And then we moved back
to Niota, That's where we started,

Q: I see, What did you do after you moved back to Niota then?

A: Well, I went to work for the Railroad and Express Company for a
while. They finally took the run off between Fort Madison for a while.
They finally took the run off between Fort Madison and Kansas City, and
they took the run off so they wanted me to tramnsfer out to Colorado or
some place like that, I already owned my place in Niota and I didn't
want to move, because you didn't have any guarantee on how long you were
going to be working. So we just stayed there and I quit and then I went
to work for the oil company up there.

Q: I see, going back just a moment to your early home life and everything,
what were your parent's names?

A: James and Mary Isenberger.
Q: And were they natives of the United States or were they immigrants?

A: Well, my dad was born in Ohio and I think my mother was born here, as
far as I know.

Q: I see. What do you remember about your early upbringing? Did they
really have a pretty iron fist there and say, "Make sure you do this?"

A: Not in particular. We always done pretty well because, I don't know,
I guess they raised us right. I don't know.

Q: What do you see as the main difference between a young kid today and
a kid you can remember growing up as, being the difference? Do you think
the parents are too permissive today or maybe not as much?

A: Well, I don't know whether they are or not. Looks to me like they

just let them run now. Of course, I never had that chance when I was a

kid because we lived out there on the farm and we had to walk most generally
to Niota. I walked two miles to school for years. But these kids just

run in the streets now and I don't think that's good.

Q: How many kids were in your family? Was it quite a large family?

A: Well, there was five of us. Three girls and two boys.

Q: And what were you? The youngest or second to the youngest?
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A: No, I was the oldest,
Q: Oh, you were the oldest.
A: Yes.

: In speaking of the school and the friends you probably made in scheol
and all, you said you lived in Niota. So apparently you must have gone
to school in that area?

A: Yes, we lived out of Niota and I walked two miles to school down
there until~-well, I only got one half year of high school and after that
I went over to Fort Madison for a little while to business school and
then I went to work. Well, the truth of it was that I had smallpox and
broke out over there and then, of course, I went back home and never went
back any more. The next year I went to work,

Q: This was on your job or when you were in school? Were you in school
when smallpox broke out?

A: Yes.

Q: What about these earlier schools? Today, we seem to have a little
of everything. New and modern. The kids seem not to appreciate it on
occassion. What kind of school did you go to? What did it look like?

A: Oh, they were very plain. We had a brick school down there in Niota
that was two stories high and there were four rooms in it. Two up and
two down,

Q: This was the grade school?

A: Yes, grade school and then they had high school there that one year.
And that was all the high school I got, was that one year,

A: Going back to this grade school, did they have first and second grade
in one room, and third and fourth in another?

A: Well, they had a whole bunch of kids and the whole school was full,
And they had, I believe, eight grades in the two rooms downstairs and the
high school, when they started it, had just one room upstairs,

Q: Do you remember some of the people that went to school with you at
that time?

A: Oh, yes. There was Bertchi and Grahams. Of course, the Grahams were
neighbors of ours and we walked to school with them every day. And then
there was . . . I can't remember too many of them.

Q: You say the Grahams and the Bertchi's. I've heard the name, Bertchi.
How do they spell that name? Do you remember?

A: B-E-R-T-C-H-I.
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Q: Bertchi and then Grahams?

A: Yes, Grahams. They were neighbors to us there.

Q: Is that G-R-A-H-A-M-S?

A: Yes,

Q: I've heard of the Bertchi family. That's related to the people . . .
A: Well, the Grahams, there's none of them, I don't think, around here
anymore, The last one I knew was May Graham and she was a teacher afterwards.
And she moved to Dallas City, but I don't know what became of the rest of
them. And then there was people who came from the country like the
Soland's out here. And all of them they went to school down there,

Q: That's S~0-L-A-N-D-S, isn't it?

A: Yes.

Q: The period of history you are speaking of is when you are quite
young, of this area of going to school and all., Usually when you're
young, you do a lot of little mischievious things. (laughter) Can you
think of any funny things you did? Maybe you didn't get caught for at
the time? Or you did get caught for?

A: Well, I never did much, only on Halloween. We'd steal the grocery
man's delivery wagon up there and put it on top of the shed down at the
school or something like that.

Q: Did you take it all apart and move 1it?

A: Yes, and put it back together. (laughter)

Q: Then how did he get it?

A: Got it the best way he knew how. (laughter)

¢ So, you never were caught then?

: No. There were too many in it.

Q
A
Q: How many people participated in this?
A: Too many kids.

Q: And he didn't think that maybe he ought to tie up . . .
A: Oh, he had an idea who had done it.

Q: But he'd never ever get into it, You did it more than once?
A

: Well, I don't remember, I believe we did. About every winter or
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every Halloween we did something like that to him.
Q: Wwhat about your first job you had?

A: First job I had. Well, mostly it was helping at home there. Plowing
corn with an old walking cultivator and stuff like that and when we'd
bend wheat I'd shuck it and then we had to tie it a lot of times with
grain. And then my dad was a carpenter and we remodeled the house out
there., And there was a fellow there, when I was a kid about sixteen or
seventeen, 1 went over to Bill Shanks in Iowa and helped him put up hay.
And there was a carpenter building a corn crib there. And he wanted to
know afterwards if I would like to go with him and learn the carpenter
trade. So, I did and that was in 1908, I mean 1909. I was over there
and that was Martin Lohman, at West Point, Iowa.

Q: Martin who?

A: Martin Lohman,

Q: Lobman?

A: L=-0-H-M-A-N,

Q: Was he a pretty skilled craftsman?

A: Oh, yes. We built mostly barns though. We had, I don't know, I
guess while I was with him in a couple of years we built two or three
houszes but we had mostly big barns in those days.

Q: Well, nowadays carpenters belong to unions and they get a lot of
money for every hour they work. What kind of pay did you get in your
carpenter profession?

A: Well, I got two bits an hour and we generally worked tem hours a day.
Q: Ten hours a day.

A: Yes. (laughter)

Q: The farm prices at that time . . . probably, I don't know how you'd
rate those. Were the farm prices good at that time for your commodities?

A: Well, I don't know whether you'd call them good or not. They didn't
get much for the grain. Of course, my dad generally fed about everything
he had raised there on that little seventy~nine acres we had. But I
don't know whether you'd call them good or not, we got less than a dollar
a bushel for corn and I don't remember what we got for wheat.

Q: Would you consider that farm you had at the time to be an average
farm of the time, better than average, or below average?

A: Well, we thought it was a pretty good farm in those days. We had
enough timber there so we could cut our own wood in the wintertime to
burn.
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Q: What kind of house did you have? A frame house?

A: Well, in the first place, before dad remodeled, it was a log house,
just two rooms and then built on top like they used to . .

Q: A loft above it.

A: Yes, and that's where we kids slept up there,

Q: Was this an old house?

A: Yes, oh, yes. We'd wake up at night and the snow would be coming
through the cracks of the clapboards like they had back there--well, I
don't know, I guess they split them up themselves, you kmow, that old
fashion side, like.

Q: Like maybe oak or something?

A: Yes,

Q: For the roof?

A: And it had old fashion shingles for the roof as far as that goes,
Q: Oh, you said the snow was coming through the sides of the building?
A: Oh, yes,

Q: It was like a log house, like a log cabin that they had added to?
A: Well, in the first place, it was two rooms of logs downstairs and
then they had this roof on top and a couple of porches. One on each
side, back and front.

Q: What's happened to that house? 1Is it torn down?

A: It's still there.

Q: 1It's still there?

A: Yes. My dad remodeled it and that's where I started out thinking
maybe I'd like to carpenter and then I went over to Iowa and worked over
there a while., And then I went to work for the railroad company in Fort
Madison. I was putting baggage on the express at first between Fort

Madison and Kansas City. (coughs) Then afterwards . . .

Q: You had World War I coming up here somewhere along the line? Is this
when you were working in Fort Madison that the war broke out?

A: Well, I got married on the first of May in 1918, and then, by golly,
I got drafted on the 29th. We were in the biggest bunch that went from
Carthage out here, replacements for World War I.
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Q: I see. And you get this letter in the mail that says, "Greetings
from Uncle Sam, etec. You're drafted." Just what kind of a change in
your life did this have? I know it would be quite a radical change.

A: Yes, 1t was.

Q: What was your feeling about that?

A: Well, you know I felt like I was pretty old then. I was twenty-nine
years old already and I felt like all the young fellows was going and if
I got a chance to go, then I was going to go, too. That's the way I felt
about it and I did. They sent me to three different places before they
passed me, And they said, "All they could see that was the matter with
me was that I was too small."

Q: How tall are you?

A: Five foot three inches.

Q: Now, when you went over, you said a little while ago that you were in
France somewhere. Where was your debarkation point? Did you leave from
New York City?

A: No, we left from Boston and then we went up to Canada there.

Q: By ship?

A: Yes.

Q: Was it Nova Scotia?

A: Yes. And then we got off--well, we lived there until the rest of the
bunch got there that was going with the ship. I forget how many days we

were up there. Not very long and then we went overseas,

Q: How many days do you think it took you to get over there? About a
week or so on the sea?

A: Well, we were darn near a month going over, I believe. And coming
back when we got over, why, we came back in about eleven days.

Q: What do you remember about that trip going over? Were you sea sick?
A: Well, no, I wasn't, The funny part here, I wasn't a bit sea sick and
I stood guard pretty near every night. My turn [was] not every night but
pretty near. And I never got sick at all.

Q: You say you stood guard. What did you stand guard against?

A: Well, looking for submarines and stuff.

Q: Oh, I see. You used binoculars and things such as this?
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A: Yes. Oh, we didn't have any binoculars.

Q: You just watched. (laughter) What would happen, for instance, if
you saw a submarine? What were you supposed to do? Call and say we've
got one?

A: Yes, well, there was a certain place where you saw it,

Q: Did you have any trouble?

A: No, we didn't have a bit of trouble.

Q: Where did you land then?

A: We landed in England and we were there one day, went out and they
called it a rest period. But hellfire, they marched us out to a camp out
there. Of course, we got a bath and such as it was. Had a scarcity of
water.

Q: Do you remember anything else about England? Other than this camp?
A: We went and landed there at London and we went out of town there a
ways, I don't remember just how far it was. We had to hike it, so I
don't know if they ever knew how far it was. But we were out there just
a day or two then we were back over at the harbor and then we went over
to France and landed in Cherbourg.

Q: I see, what kind of ship did you go from England to France on?

A; Well, that was just a . . .

Q: Small?

A: Yes, well, I don't know what it was. We went from here over to
England in a dammed old British cattle boat.

Q: Cattle boat, (laughter)

A: Yes. They had people sleeping on the floor and on the tables and
hammocks. I slept in a hammock up above the rest of them.

Q: Okay. Now at this point you've been in England, you went over by
cattle boat, You left from England a day or two after you'd been there
and you went to France. Now when you get to France, what happens?

A: Well, we went out to a-~I forget the name of the little place now--a
camp and place where they picked them out and sent them to where they
were going to go. Then I got a, of course, we were a replacement outfit,
and we went to . . ., I went up then to the First Division, 28th Infantry
then. Don't even have it anymore. And I was assigned to them. I don't
know.

Q: What happened when you got there? Did they give you a hard time?
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A: Oh, no. They just do like they do all the time in the Army. Drill
the hell out of you. (laughter)

Q: So, what happened then? You were in France. You say that you got
there it must have been . . . you say you were drafted May 29, 1918, and
when did you go over? What month was this that you sailed for England?
A: May.

Q: I've got here that you were drafted on May 29. You meant that you
left on May 297

A: Left on May 29.

Q: So you got there in the summer of 1918, and what was going on in the
war over there? Were you directly invelved in this?

A: Oh, yes. They were fighting and were pretty well into it, the First
Division was. They were one of the first outfits over there and, of
course, I got sent up to the 28th Infantry and we went up there. I don't
remember the name of the front anymore. I guess I got it someplace
around here. And we didn't get in any fighting until--well, the Saint
and the Heel, whenever that was., I was in that and when I was in there
was only one front before that. |[the narrator is referring back to the
name of the front he was trying to think of before]

Q: Were you shelled at that point?

A: Oh, yes.

Q: What did they supply the troops with, like say, a gun, grenades or
what?

A: Well, we had the hand grenades and then we had shells and the Springfield
Rifle at that time,

Q: Were you in a position where you were shooting back or were you just
getting fired upon by the Germans from artillery pileces?

A: Yes, that was mostly it. In the first front the boys had been up
there quite a while and there wasn't many of them left. And then we went
over into the Saint and the Heel,

Q: You say the Saint and the Heel,

A: The Saint and the Heel.

Q: The Saint and the Heel. 1s that one of the campaigns?

A: Yes, that one and the Argonne, course were the biggest two I was in,

Q: Well, I've heard of the Argomne, course that was France.
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A: Yes, they're both in France,

Q: Oh, they are.

A: 1 got gassed up there in the Argonne tryimg-well, I was trying to
save some more guys, as far as that goes, and I didn't know I got it
until I went and got them down to the first aild station. And the old guy
that examined us there, he examined the other guys and when he came to
me, he said, "Why, you're worse then the rest of them."

A: This was the German's mustard gas?

A: Chlorine.

Q: Chlorine, they were using. And what kind of effect did it have? Did
it kill people or did it just make you deathly sick?

A: Well, it made you sick.

Q: Was this a permanent type of thing that could really mess you up?

A: Oh, it could mess you up but they sent me right to the hospital then,
too. I was supposed to go back to the outfit, but I never got to go
back.

Q: Well, how did they deploy this gas?

A: In shells.

Q: Oh, I see, In canisters or shells.

A: In shells that busted when they hit the ground. Spread over the
territory.

Q: Could you see the gas?
A: No, you couldn't see it.
Q: It was invisible gas.

A: You could smell it.

Q: What was the reaction? Would it make your eyes water and your whole
head feel funny?

A: Oh, yes, It didn't make my eyes water. It made me sick at my stomach.
Q: Were we using gas, too?

A: No, I don't know as far as that goes.

Q: What was the troop reaction to this gas? Did the troops that were
fighting being gassed and did they think this was "all's fair in love and

war" type of thing? Or did they think this was a dirty way of fighting a
war?
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A: Well, it was a dirty way, as far as that goes.

Q: Did you know any of the guys that died from this chlorine gas?
A: Well, I don't remember their names.

Q: But you do know that there was some that were killed by 1t?

A: Yes, there were.

Q: What about some of the effects on people who didn't die? Did it
permanently destroy some people's heads?

A: Well, it did some more or less. I don't know. I guess I was one of
the lucky ones. It never hurt me so much.

Q: Several years ago--until his death--~there was a man up here named
Canazero, I think you probably knew him. Wasn't he gassed in the war?

A: Yes, I knew him. I don't know if he was. I never asked him. He
went to school here though.

Q: Okay. This goes back then to the end of the war., The war is over
and when did you get to come back home?

A: Well, when the fighting was over, why I was in the hospital then,
Q: From this gas?

A: Yes, at Carcassone, France, There was a doctor from Burlington there
and a nurse, also. They saw I was 1n the recuperating place there and
about ready to get shipped back to my outfit. The outfit was up in
Germany and the doctor asked me, he says, "Are you afraid of blood and
anything like that?" And I said, "No, it never did bother me." And he
said, "Well, how would you like to stay here in the hospital? We got an
awful bunch of German prisonmers coming in here and they're going to have
to get them up to the hospital and do whatever they need." I said,
"That's all right." He said, "You don't want to go to the outfit, now,
do you? Way up on the Rhine River?" And I said, "Well, I am not crazy
about it right now." And he said, "Well, you'd better stay with me." So
he told me where to go and get my sleeping quarters and stuff, I stayed
there then until the next spring, then I went up to Germany.

Q: Okay. You say you stayed where now?

A: At the hospital in Carcassonne, France. We unloaded the German
prisoners and some of them were in awful shape.

Q: What from? Wounds?

A: Yes, wounds and everything else., We took them in, got them all
situated, took them up to the hospital, ran them through the X-ray room,
and then took them to the operating rooms or whatever they had to have.
And then a lot of them were cut off arms, and legs, and different parts.
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Q: You were in there when they did this? You didn't have any hospital
duty, did you?

A: No, I was there to help with anything they had to do at the hospital.
Q: You actually participated in the hospitals?

A: Oh, yes.

Q: What were some of the worst cases you can remember?

A; Oh, I don't know. I remember ome guy there that had an arm and a leg
off when they got to him,.

Q: A young German?

A: Yes, a German, And all I could understand him to say was that, well,
they couldn't make him fight anymore.

Q: He said this in German and you could understand him?
A: Yes.

Q: In other words he was saying, "Well, I don't have to fight anymore
because of this."

A: Yes.

Q: What was the typical German soldier's reaction to this war from what
you could see there? Was he glad that he had been in the war or did he
think he had been a pawn?

A: T don't know. I never paid much attention to that part. But they
were sure all glad that it was over.

Q: I dom't doubt that., How long were you there then?
A: Well, I was there until the next spring.
Q: That would have been 19197

A: Yes, and then they wanted to know whether I wanted to go with the
different division and go up to my own outfit. And I said well, I guess
I'd go to my own outfit. So they sent me up to Germany and I was up
there, then, until about fall.

Q: What did you see in Germany? Can you remember anything?

A: Oh, yes. I had a tour up on a boat up and down the Rhine River, I
saw a lot of the old castles and stuff like that, and a lot of pretty
country there. They had vineyards growing right up the sides of the
mountains there. They had so many rows of grapes and then they'd have a
terrace and some more.
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Q: What about the destruction of the war? Did you see some of this?

A: Well, I saw a lot of it but there wasn't any up there where I was at
then. Before that, they were pretty badly battered up. Seen a lot of
poor old people there that looked like they were about starved to death
and the buildings were all knocked down and they were trying to shelter
themselves and what they had left. It's no good.

Q: When did you get to come back home then?

A: Well, I got . . . I left over there in . . .

Q: It would have been some time in 1919, wouldn't 1it?
A: Yes, the later part of the year.

Q: You were over there, then for about a year and a half after you left
this country?

A: Yes, about a year and a half, maybe a little more,

Q: Usually when you're drafted, you're in for about two years or so.
Did you still serve two years or were you dismissed a little bit early?

A: No, I got out a little sooner than that, I think it was. I don't
know just exactly.

Q: I see a picture on the wall right here. 1It's about eight inches high
and maybe about three feet long in front of the Capitol Building, and it
shows probably three or four thousand troops the way it looks . . .

A: That's a whole battalionm.

Q: A whole battalion, and you said you were in the picture there., How
about that picture? What was the circumstances? You were all brought
back to Washington, D.C.?

A: Well, we were brought back to New York City and we put on a whole
division all equipment parade at New York City. And the people at the
first wanted full equipment and all. We had everything,

Q: You mean the guns, the tanks and . . .

A: Yes, they treated us awfully good in New York. Then they took us out
to a camp out there, It was in New Jersey. I forget the name of the
camp. And then from there they took us over to Washington. And we went
in there and put on a parade.

Q: How did they haul you around, by train?

A; Yes, well, the train got out along the right-of-way there and had to
walk over there where we were going. All of them walked in those days.
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Q: Good for you.

A: Yes. We went over there and by God we couldn't even get a drink of
water in Washington, D.C. The people were that much against soldiers, I
guess.

Q: Oh, really? In Washington?

A: Yes. We laid in a little old park over there right close to the
Capitol Building for quite awhile. Until they got ready to put on this
parade. And then we put on the parade and then we went over and got back
on a train and went back over to that camp. I forget the name of the
camp in New Jersey. And then from there, I went to Des Moines, Iowa, and
got discharged up there.

Q: This event you were speaking of in Washington, not getting a drink of
water. Think the people were against the war or just afraid of soldiers?

A: I don't know. They were afraid of soldiers, I guess. (laughter)
Q: What about the parade, was there a lot of turn out?

A: Oh, they turned out good enough.

Q: Nobody threw anything or yelled any wisecracks?

A: No. No.

Q: Is this maybe due to the fact that that there were so many of them
that didn't want it? (laughter)

A: T guess. I don't know what it was all about.

Q: What about New York when you were there?

A: New York was the best place to put on a parade in the country, I
think. They gave us everything there and they'd stop you every so often
and give you something to eat,

Q: Sounds like quite a contrast,

A: Yes, it was. Real noticeable.

Q: What about your family when you got back home? You said you had been
married on May 1, 1918 and you had left right after you had married,

About three weeks or so. Just what happened when you got back home then?

A: Well, my wife stayed with my folks most of the time. That's where
she was when I left.

Q: And that was in Niota?

A: Up on the farm, outside of Niota. And then we had a house rented in
Fort Madison, Iowa. And I was working over there, of course.
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Q: And what were you doing then?

A: When I went to the army? I was a carpenter and then I worked for the
railroad. And then when I came back I went back to the railroad. Well,
I didn't right away. Blanche was working at Sheaffer's in the shipping
room and, of course, she wanted to work. And I didn't know exactly what
we were going to do. So she wanted me to go up there too and get a job.
S0 I did. I went up there and I worked one week,

Q: At Sheaffer's?

A: And they gave me a raise of a dollar, I was getting seventeen dollars
for the week.

Q: And this is, again, Sheaffer's?

A: Yes, So the agent at the express company called me on a Saturday
night and wanted to know if I wouldn't take a run to Kansas City. The
fellow was off and they had to have somebody. I told them, "Well, I
can't do that. I've never handled mail in my life on the route and I had
been on them a lot of times, too."

Q: This was mailman?

A: No, baggage and express,

Q: Baggage and express?

A: Yes.,

Q: This would have been on trains?

A: Yes.

Q: For the Sante Fe?

A: Yes.

Q: In other words, you worked for the Santa Fe before you went to the
gervice and you came back and you worked for them. Then you quit Santa
Fe and went to Sheaffers?

A: No. 1 never went to Santa Fe when I first got back.

Q: Oh, I see. You went to Sheaffer's and then they called you back?

A: I went to Sheaffer's. Blanche talked me into going up there, you
know,

Q: So you really didn't go back and reapply for your job?

A: No. No.





































