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PREFACE

This manuscript 1s the product of tape recorded Interviews conducted
by Jean A. Berg for the Oral History Office of Sangamon State Uni-=
versity during the spring of 1977. Jean A. Berg transcribed the tapes
and edited the transcript.

Winfred E. Mills: was born in rural Williams Township in Sangamon
County on Decenber 30, 1898. While in the eighth grade, Mr. Mills
left school to help on the family farm.

During his long career incagriculture, he witnessed the modernization
of the farming business. He raised grain and stock, operated a small
dairy buslness, was a dealer for Pioneer seed corn, and was employed

by the Agricultural Adjustment Administration. Mr. Mills also served
on the Williams Township Board of Elections, the Sangamo Center Board
of’ Education, and was a charter menber of the Anti-Thief Association.
His recollections of rural lifestyle include family life, school, hog
butchering, water witching, WPA work, burial customs, and the activities
of a vigllante group. Mr. Mills retired from farming in 1967 and died
on Septenber 18, 1977.

Readers of this 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 in-
herent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed thereln; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced i whole or in part by any means,. electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Winfred E. Mills, . May 25, 1977, Sherman, I1linois.
Jean A. Berg, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Mills, will you tell me something about your parents?

A. My parents, well, they came from Ohio to Williamsville. And I couldn't
tell you what year, but they went from Williamsville to Caney, Kansas, in
a covered wagon, drove out there with a covered wagon. Now, you'll have
to dig into an encyclopedis to find out when; 1t was a grasshopper year.
Have you ever heard of that spoken of?

Q. No, I haven't.

A. Qrasshoppers was so bad they got on the railroad track, and they would
stall the trains. And they stuck it out that year, and then they came back
here to Williamsville. Then they went to work for the Joneses by the month.
And there was quite a famlly of the Joneses. Now, the one he worked for

in Wllliamsville was named Milton, I believe. He worked there a few years,
and then he moved out there—you know where Moonlight Garden was, up on

the hill there--there used to be a big house set up there. And that Jones
was named Samuel Jones; he was president of the Marine Bank. He [my
father] worked there nine years, and his main job was taking care of race
horses. This old man Jones raised runners, race horses, and fed cattle

too. They lived there for nine years. Then they bought this little twenty.
acres down here, and they moved up here. And in the meantime, I was born
down there in my grandmother's house. My grandmother's house was only
about 300 yarmds : up the road from where they lived. And after they lived
there one year, they moved here. And we've been here ever since, or I have.

Q. What year were you born?

A. 1898.

Q. So they came in 1899, and you have been here ever since.

A. Been here ever since.

Q. When were your parents married?

A, T couldn't tell you.

Q. What about your mother's family?

A. Well, my mother's maiden name was Sparks, Lydia Sparks. She was born -
in Sherman. And how and where her mother met my grandfather, T don't know;
but his name was Elijah Sparks. And they lived down there in the old log

house where T was born--I was born in my grandmother's house——the rest of
thelr lives. They both died there. By the way, my grandfather died, T
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believe it was 1918. I know it was as bad or worse snow as we had this
last winter. And my father and uncle walked over to Andrew and caught the
train and went to Athens to Mott's Funeral Home and got the casket and
brought it back and got it in a bobsled, and they Jjust drove right across
the filelds, anywhere, to get to where they was going. They finally got
home with it, and they put him in the casket, and they buried him the next
day. They Just went out across the fields. And they're buried in the
Kerns Cemetery north of Sherman.

Q. Both of your grandparents?
A. Yes.
Q. And their name was Sparks?

A, Yes, I got several aunts and uncles buried up there too. And my folks
were buried there until--I told you about our grave moving.

Q. Well, tell us about that again because that was very interesting. Tell
me why you declded to move your parents' graves.

A. Well, Mrs. Berg, it's a long story. My father's mother owned that pro-
perty up there, that farmland, and it was the time that they had the epidemlc
in this country of the cholera. Now, when that was, I don't know as to [the]
year. And they would dle just about like flles. It was very contagious,

and they'd haul them away at night and bury them just any way to get them

in the ground. That went on and on. And the family, my family, wanted to
move those graves to a place where it had perpetual care. That up there
has just almost gone back to the Indians.

Q. How could you get into that cemetery?

A. Well, it's kind of a rough go. That was one of the drawbacks; there is
no road into it. It is a nice spot up a hill, but they had to cross a bridge.
By the way, one time I had an uncle die that was buried up there, and Staab
had the funeral. And we went there, and it come a four-inch rain. It was
raining when they got there, and Staab sald, "Just stay in the cars until
it quits." Well, when it quit, the bridge was four feet under water, and
there was that whole mess of people up there on that hill, and Staab had
another funeral at four o'clock in Springfield. Well, he waded out across
the cornfield through the mud and water and got to the hard road and caught
a ride into Springfield. It finally quit raining, and we got down in the
grave, dipped the water out and buried the corpse.

That was kind of off the subject in regards to moving the graves. We de-
cided to go over here to Wolf Creek and buy a lot, which we did, a six
grave 1lot. And we moved my father and mother and sister and a little
brother. I had a little brother that I never saw. He dled when he was four
years old. And we dug where my mother had told me he was burled, and you
know, we found it. T was down in the ground digging, and I found some glass.
And the undertaker was there, of course, and he said, "That's it, the top of
the casket." So they made me get out and somebody else got down in there,
and they found his hair, his arm bones, skull, leg bones and handles off

the casket. I assume he was buried in a wooden box because it was just,
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there wagn't nothing there. It was all mashed flat. And we gathered up
what we could and put it in a--what do they call those—~—stillborn baby
caskets about so big. -And then we took the vaults out. My mother, father
and sister were buried in Clark Steel Vaults. And they came out there,
Mrs. Berg, just as good a shape as they was when they went in there. We
loaded them on a truck and took them over to Wolf Creek Cemetery and re-
buried them.

Q. How long had they been in the ground?

A, My father had been in the ground about thirty-seven, thirty-six, thirty-
seven years, and I think my mother and sister had been in the ground about
sixteen or elghteen years.

Q. What did 1t cost you to move those vaults?

A. Now, you would be surprised; I was. The vault company came up from
Taylorville, see those vaults were made in Taylorville, and moved those
vaults. We got a man with a backhoe to dig them out. After it was all
sald and dane, $150.

Q. That was a bargain, wasn't it?

A, Tt wasn't very much. Of course, we didn't have nine or ten-dollar-an-
hour men like they got today.

Q. That's true. Did you ever have to dig any graves?

A. 0Ch, yes. I have helped dig, oh, I expect, a dozen or more graves. I
had a funny experience up there. A fellow by the name of Collins had a re-
lative die, and they had a particular spot—there never was no records kept
of that cemetery; you Jjust had to guess where the people were buried--that
they wanted this person buried. Well, there was three of us digging on the
grave--and by the way, you dug them by hand then--and we was digging, and

I told them, I sald, "Boys, this dirt is not right, it's been moved." Now
we proceeded to dig the grave, and we got her dug, and we came home to dinner.
I think the funeral was two o'clock or two-thirty. When we went back, one
whole side of that grave had give way and fell over in the grave we just dug.
There was the other casket setting in there just pretty near as good shape
as the day it was burled, and it was buried in a wooden box.

Q. I wonder how long it had been in there. Was the wood still infact?

A. Yes, and we had a pile of dirt there big enough for a basement out of
a house. And the undertaker came and said, "Where in the world did all
that dirt come from?" I said, "You pull that grass up and you can see."
We had that grass lining hanging down in the grave, you know. And he said,
"Oh, I see."

Q. That's what happens when they don't keep records.

A. In that particular grave we run into a corpse. The first thing we
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discovered was these 1ittle white pearl buttons and then one of them old—
fashioned side combs women used to wear in their hair. And then we found

a skull, the arm bone and the leg bone. We gathered them up when we came
to them, a plece at a time, and took them over and lald them down by the
fence until after the funeral was over, and then we brought them back and
put them right back in the same grave. And they had been buried, Mrs. Berg,
in that direction. Now, that's contrary to ethics of burial. All burials
are usually east to west.

Q. In other words, it was buried going northeast and southwest?

A. That is right. And there was a baby and a mother seemingly burled
there in that same grave. And I assume it was one of those cholers victims.

Q. That had probably been taken up there in the night.

A. They Jjust wrapped them up in blankets or anything and buried them quick,
Q. Because of the contagious aspect of the disease?

A, Oh, my, yes. And my little brother--I found out something I didn't
know--T knew what he died with, he died with spinal meningitls, and that's
very contagious. And they burled him in a sealed casket, that's how come
that glass was there.

Q. You think the coffin was lined with glass?

A. Yes.

Q. Was he the only one of your parent's children who dled in infancy?

A, Yes.

Q. How many children did your parents have?

A, Well, let me see, seven, I guess. I had a rough go. I had five
sisters. (laughs)

Q. Oh my, where did you come in the family, Mr. Mllls" Are you the older
brother?

A. No, the one that dled would have been the oldest. He was born, I think,
in 1895. He was four years old when he dled, and I was born in 1898, so
that figures out. .

@. How much older were you than your sisters?

A. Well, I had two sisters older than I, and Mrs. Petefish and T are Just
pretty close together—her birthday is in June and mine 1s in December--and
then Dorothy and Helen. Bertha and Flora, they were my two older sisters.

Q. So there was the little boy who died at four, two sisters, you and
then your other three sisters.

A. Yes.
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Q. What kind of chores did you children have when you were growing up?

A. Well, I could cover that in a few words, just everything. (laughter)

And my parents weren't real strict, but we finally learned when they said

to do it, we done it. One time I didn't. It was the only real whipping
that I ever got, and my mother like to beat me to death.

Q. What did you do to deserve this punishment?

A. Well, my oldest sister—-she was quite a gardener, my mother--and I had
come home from school. My mother had qulite a patch of onions, and she had
pulled these onions, and they had laid out there a few days and dried, and

us kids was supposed to pick them up. Well, I didn't want to. My sister had
the bucket picking up the onions, and I had the sack aholding 1t to put them
in, and I Just let the sack fall down, and onions went everywhere. (laughs)
My mother gave me a whipping that I'11 never forget. I could pick up onions
after that.

Q. I'1ll bet you could. Where did she keep those onilcons?

A. She usually took them right to Springfield and sold them.

Q. Did she sell other produce 1In Springfield?

A. Oh, yes——eggs, poultry, butter and vegetables. She was a regular peddler.
And she drove that wilth two horses and a spring wagon. It was an all day
trip.

Q. Did you children ever go with her?

A. No, not that I ever recollect of.

Q. Did she go alone?

A. No, she had a slster, my aunt. My mother and this aunt married brothers.
Well, my aunt's husband got kllled over here on the railroad accidentally
some way, I don't know how, and she lived with us for years and years and
years until after her father and mother both died. She had an old maid
sister and an old bachelor brother, and after my grandmother and grandfather
died, she went back home and lived with them.

Q. She would go with your mother to Springfield?

A. Yes, them was the two that done the peddling. And by the way, they did
most of their shopping out there at Dockum & Dawsonl out there on North Grand
Avenue. That was one of the oldest stores in Springfield.

Q. What was the name of that [store] Mr. Mills?

A. Dockum & Pawson, right there where Noonan's Hardware Store ls, where
it was.

" IDockum & Dawson was located at 723 East North Grand. [Ed.]
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Q. What about the produce that she used for the famlly, where did she
keep that?

A. Mostly in the cellar.

Q. Is that under the house?

A. Yes.

Q. What kind of fruits and vegetables did she keep in the cellar?

A. Everything; potatoes, apples, onions, Just most everything. And in the
fall of the year, we usually buried a couple or three barrels out here in
the ground and filled them with cabbage, potatoes and stuff like that, and
then covered them up. Well, they kept in there just like they was in a
refrigerator.

How deep?

Posgibly two feet.

Q
A
Q. You mean the top of the barrel would be two feet under the ground?
A. Yes, and put dirt over the top of it.

Q. Did she do any canning?

A

. Oh yes, hundreds and hundreds of quarts—-berries, vegetables and every-—
thing.

Q. Did she have the berry patches here on the farm?
A. Yes, we dld at one time and an orchard of pears, apples and peaches.

Q. Were these things that your father had planted or were these orchards
already on the farm?

A. Yes, it was down there, (pointed northeast of house) and there was
quilte an orchard down there on that twenty acres, and then we had quite
an orchard right out in here. But fruit business 1s more so today then it
used to be. It's a business of its own. You never heard of people spray-
ing back there seventy-five years ago, and we always had fruit. Now then,
today if you don't spray and take care of your fruit trees, you don't have
nothing.

Q. What do you think is the cause of that?

A. VWhy, it's the insects that's developed, come into being.

Q. So you almost have to spray now?

A. You almost have to spray if you want a fruit crop.

Q. Did your parents railse most of the food that you ate?’
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A. Oh, yes, about all they bought was sugar and coffee.
Q. And flour?
A, And flour.
Q. What kind of meat did you eat?
A. Everything; hogs, cattle and chickens.
Q. Did your father butcher?
A. Oh yes, we used to have them whole neighborhood butcheries, and all
the neighbors would come in together, and I think in that picture, we pro-
bably butchered six hogs that day and worked them all up. And then we would
salt that meat and leave it down twenty-one days then take it out, -and put
it in a tub of warm water and wesh it all off. Then we'd hang it out here
in the smoke house and smoke it. And we would smoke it until they thought
it was right to keep and then they would take and put black pepper, borax
and saltpeter on that meat and hang it. And you talk about something good
to eat, you cut into one of them.hams along in June or July, out of this
world.
Q. Was the entire carcass hanging in the smoke house or had it been cut up?
A. 0Oh, 1t had been processed, all cut up, ham, shoulders [and] bacon.
And the sausage, Mother used to fry that down. They had big stone jars,
five, ten gallon stone jars, and they would fry that full of sausage. Most
of the time they would stuff that sausage in casing, and then after they got
the Jars so full, they would cover it with fat.
Q. That is with lard they had rendered fram the carcass?

Yes, it kept Just as good in there as could be.

Where did you keep that?

A
Q
A. In the cellar.
Q. If your mother wanted to prepare some of that sausage .
A

. Just go down there and dig it out of that lard and bring it up here
and put it on the stove, just like it was butchered yesterday. (laughs)

Q. Did you butcher in any particular time of the year?
A. No, not exactly, only we butchered in the winter.

Q. The weather was cool?
A

Yes, 80 the hogs and cattle would cool out themselves.
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Q. You wouldn't be smoking cattle, what dld you do with them?

A. No, they would make a lot of hamburger out of 1t and steaks, and T
Just don't remember how they prepared the rest of it. They used to make a
lot of corned beef. I couldn't tell you how that was done, but they did.
Do you like corned beef?

R. Sure do.
A. Well, it was good.

Q. I'll bet it was. Now, tell me about the smoking. UWhat sort of wood
did you uge?:

A. Well, we were supposed to use hickory and sassafrass. And we usually
took an o0ld wash tub and filled it about half or two-thirds full of ashes
or dirt or something and built our fire on top of that. And you don't want
much of a blaze, all you want is the smoke. We would run that for maybe
three or four days.

Q. Would you have to tend that round the clock to make sure that it kept
burning?

A. No, we usually, I think, let it die down at night and then started 1t up
again of a morning.

Q. How bilg was the smoke house?

A. Well, it's about, it's ten-by-ten is what it is.

Q. Did it have a window?

A. No. Just the door.

Q. It was very tight?

A. Pretty tight.

Q. So the smoke would just £ill up the house?

A. Just filled up in there and settled on the meat. And it got hot
enough in there that you'd see the lard drip out of that meat. So you know
it got pretty hot.

Q. Was butchering a neighborhood undertaking?

A. Yes, but that was the way we handled our own stuff here. We butchered
%%éiﬁvséa El?e neighborhood, and they all had different methods of preparing

Q. Was that usually up to the wife of the house? Was it she who had the
recipes?
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A. Well, they're generally boss, ain't they? (laughter)
Q. Well, you said that.
A. TI'11 tell you [about] one family that I helped butcher [for]. A
fellow by the name of Frank DeSilva and I; we butchered together, and we
went to this place to butcher. We'd get there before daylight and have to
wailt untll 1t got light enough to see to shoot a hog. And that woman would
come out and tell you you wasn't leaving until that butchering Job was done
that day. Now, who was boss?
Q. I guess she was, Mr. Mills (laughter)
A. We'd butcher ten to twelve hogs, and we'd let those hogs cool out and
start cutting them up, and the son, he'd start rendering lard——probably
nine o'clock In the morning—and he'd render lard all day long. Me and this
DeSilva would cut them hogs up and trim them out; and maybe four o'clock
in the evening, we'd get the meat salted, and then we'd go in the kitchen
and grind the sausage, by hand. And we'd get done at 10:00 or 10:30 p.m.
That was a big job.
Three dollars a day.

For three dollars a day each?

Q

A

Q

A. Yes.
Q. My goodness, and that was twelve hogs?
A. Yes.

Q. Was that a big family?

A

. Well, pretty good sized family, and then they sold quite a bit of that
meat to this Dockum & Dawson. The bacons and back bones and spareribs and
all that stuff went to Dockum & Dawson. They kept the hams and shoulders.
Q. But they sold the bacon and some of the other pieces?

A, Yes.

Q. Now, what kind of equipment did you have when you butchered?

A. Well, it took an old cast iron kettle to heat the water in, and we had
different ways of scalding. We done all our butchering with scalding. Some
had vats, some had barrels, and we'd scald them.

Q. This was after you had shot the hog?

A. Yes, couldn't scald him before. (laughter)

Q. That's right. What was the next step?





















































































































































































































































































































