Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by Marjorie Taylor for the Oral History Office on February 5, 1974,
Barbara Dewhurst transcribed the tape and Verna Rexroat reviewed the
transcript.

Verna Rexroat was born near Virginia, Illinois, October 6, 1890.

She recalls her grandfather, George Rexroat, a famous trapshooter;

her grandmother, Nancy Strickler, who was a weaver; and she talks about
life in Virginia in the early 1900's.

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
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 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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Verna Rexroat, February 5, 1974, Virginia, Illinois.

Marjorie Taylor, Interviewer.

Q.. This is February 5, 1974, and we're conducting this interview in
the back of the Rexroat Grocery Store in Virginia, Tllinois, and I'm
talking with Miss Verna Rexroat, and we're going to discuss some of
the things she remembers about her father. First, remember that her
father George Rexroat was the Wing-shot of the World, I believe, he
having defeated Captain Bagordus of Logan County, Illinois, in the early
1890's. This shoot was out at the old Cass County, or Virginia fair-
grounds which is now the home of William Petefish, who, by the way, is
a cousin of Miss Rexroat. Now, first of all I'm going to ask you if
you remember your father talking about this shoot in Virginia—-this
trap shoot--and the number of people [that] were here and anything you
can remember about his discussing it.

A. (laughter) Well, being very small, I don't remember really too
much about it, but I do know that it caused quite a bit of excitement,
you know, and all because he was a Bagordus. I mean, was a famous
shot,; and am I talking loud enough?

Q. I think maybe look—-kind of turn towards it. (referring to tape recorder)

A. Oh., And so I just know that they went out to the fairgrounds and
they had this match and Dad was the winner and all, so . . .

Q. Was he given any medals or anything in recognition of this event.
A. Well, at one event he won the golden eagle with a diamond in the
eye, but I don't know whether it was out here--I don't imagine 1t was
out here; I imagine it was some place else.

Q. Did he shoot against Captain Bagordus a number of times then?
(tape turned off and on again) Was that the only time they ever shot
against each other?

A. Well, as far as we can remember, that was the only time that he did.

Q. Was this during a part of the entertainment during the regular fair
week or was it something that was arranged otherwise?

A. I don't think it was entertainment during the fair week. I really
don't.

Q. Was there a big crowd there? Would you know about that?
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A, Oh ves, quite a few people were there.

Q. What was the year? 1 was thinking we might check it in the old
Gazette. Well, we won't worry about that, we'll get that some other
way. Did your father continue his interest in guns all his life?

A. No, he really didn't, for a number of years. Course he was always
interested in guns, but it wasn't too long until he didn't go away on
those shooting events, you know, and things like that. I guess he had
to stay home and (laughter) look after us.

Q. Fix the fires.

A. Yes. (laughter)

Q. You don't remember his ever going, then, to shoot?

A. I remember when he had been gone sometimes. I was pretty small,
but I . . . . He went to Milwaukee one’ time, T remember, because we
had a calendar on the wall and it had a dog on it that was like it was

striding along, and I went up to it and I said, "Mama, I guess that
dog's gone to Milwaukee, going to Milwaukee." (laughter)
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Q. You knew that word.
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A. Yes, I knew that. (laughter)

Q. Well, then, you were big enough to talk when he was still shooting.

A. Oh, yes!
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Q. How did he happen to be interested in this? Were there other people
here in town interested?

A. Really not that I know of, because he was just always interested
in guns more or less.

Q. Was he born in Morgan County?

A. Yes. I believe it was a part of Morgan County where he was born
then. It's where Charlie Quigg lived, you know. I believe it was.

Q. What was the year he was born?
A. My gosh . . . 1862.

Q. During the Civil War.
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A. I believe that's right.

Q. Now, did he grow up near the same farm where your mother grew up?
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A. Not too far from there; it wouldn't be too many miles from there.
Q. Now, she was a Petefish, Nellie Petefish, right? Well, now I'm
especially interested in having you tell about her mother. Now, what
was her name?

A. Nancy . . .

Q. Nancy?

A. Gosh, what's her middle name?

Q. Was she a Strickler?

A. Yes, Strickler. Oh, I knew her name was Strickler, I was trying
to think of her middle name but I can't think of it just right now.

Q. Now, was she born in Illinois, or was she born further east?
A, She was born in old Virginia.

Q. Oh, she was?
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A. I think.
Q. Well, now I've always understood . . .
A. Gosh, I ought t¢ read up on that. (laughter)

Q. Well, that's all right, T want to know what you remember. Now, do
you remember Nancy Strickler?
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A. Oh, my heavens yes. I remember her well; she lived right by me there
you know, for a while, in Virginia.

Q. Oh, she lived in Virginia?
A. Oh yes, in Bernice's house.
Q. Oh, I never knew that.

A. She lived to be quite old.

Q. I've always understood she was quite adept at weaving. Can youl
describe her looms, or the rooms she had fixed for weaving?

A, Well, there were about three rooms back of the house, and I always
understood that that was part of the old house. The first house was
very small, and they moved those rooms back there to have after they
built the big new house, and she had her loom back there in one of them
and all of her knitting stuff and weaving stuff. And she made carpets,
and she made the blankets, as you know. She made one of those blankets
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for all her children. She made nine of those.
Q. She had nine children?

A. Yes, that's right. (laughter) And . . . T never thought they
were 8o beautiful, though.

Q. Oh, I think they are.

A, Do you?

Q. Oh yes!

A. And oh--well, you know all the things that go with weaving.

(Miss Rexroat's gone to pick up some of the things that her grandmother
used in this weaving room, which are kept down here at the store)

A. This was one of the things that she had, that many years ago.

Q. That's her shuttle.

A. That's an old shuttle. It used to be at home and it got down here,
along with a lot of other interesting things. (laughs)

Q. - Well, it's beautiful wood, and big. Now, this would be . . . I
don't think--maybe she could even put rags in this one. Did she make
rag carpets when she made rugs?

A. Well, I think so. Yes, she had a lot of rag carpets, and I'm sure
she made them.

Q. Do you still have some?
A, We did have, but Mom sold some of them.
Q. Oh, she did?

A. A long time ago. She had so much stuff, you know, and some--I think
it was Mrs. Chris Harre wanted one, and she just sold 1t to her for a
dollar or two.

Q. Well, I remember that little old lady. Didn't they live down there
where Dean Cox lived, in that house, the Murray house, at one time?

A, Harre's? No, I don't believe they did; they lived up at the other
end of town.

Q. Oh. Well, now, did you ever see her cut the rags for the carpet?
Do you remember that?

A. No, I really never did see her cut them. She was always doing .
gomething. Course, she knit a lot, vou know, like this.
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Q. Oh, she knit?

A. Oh yes, she made socks and everything, you know, like that. Oh,
she was never idle a minute.

Q. Did she make sweaters, or did peoplé wear sweaters?
A. No, she never made a sweater.

Q. Did people wear sweaters, way back, I wonder?

A, I don't think so.

Q. 1I've wondered about that,

A. I don't think so,.

Q. Did she spin her own wool?

A. I think she did, some of it, because she had one of those what-do-you-
call-thems.

Q. Spinning wheels?

Oh, she had a great big spinning wheel.

That's a walking wheel.

= o B

I suppose.

Q. The big wheel's for wool, and the little ome's for flax, I think.

A. She had two. Bill Petefish has the one, the small one I think,

out there. I don't think he has the big one, he might have. And she
used those, I know. Course, they raised the sheep there on their place,
had lots of sheep, you know. Course they sold a lot of wool, too, to
Jacksonville to Capp's Factory.

Q. Oh, they did? WNow that's an interesting thing.

A, Yes.

Q. Capp's then processed it completely in their plant?

A. Yes. I don't know what they--whether they used it all, or not, or
sold it or what, but she sold it to them over there. I knew that.

Q. Well, that's very interesting. What kind of sheep were they, do
you know?

A. I wouldn't know the name of them, really. Just sheep. I don't
think they were any fancy sheep at all.
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Q. Did they eat the mutton?

A. Yes, yes. Yes, they did. But I don't think my mother was too
crazy about it, and all, but I know they did eat it some.

Q. Now, you say she made rag carpets, and she made white wool blankets.
A, Yes,
Q. And what else would she make?

A. Well, not on the loom, she made knit socks, you see. But oh, she
knit lots of socks, stockings, and things like that.

Q. Did she make coverlets, the colored ones, the colored things? You
know those old . . .

A, Now, T don't know whether she wove those coverlets or not. I do
have some of those.

Q. May I come see them some day?

A. Yes.

Q. Well, I imagine she did.

A. Well, maybe she did.

Q. What colors are they?

A. Oh, one's blue, and red or rose, and another one, I think--I haven't
seen them for so long, I'11l have (laughter) get them out ahead of time—-
and a rose one, I believe, and a green one. There was a green one, I
believe, too. I suppose she made those.

Q. Well, they are hand-woven if they're in strips and sewed together,
because the wide ones would be bought ones, because they couldn't throw
a shuttle that far.

A. No.

Q. Well, may I bring my camera and take some pictures?

A. Oh, yves, ves.

Q. 1I'd like to do that. Now, doesn't Bill Petefish have some jeans
that she made? She wove the cloth and then sewed them up.

A. I think he does, yes. I don't have any of that; it's not especially
pretty (laughs), but it's interesting.

Q. So she made their clothing, their socks and their pants.
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A, Some of it.

Q. Did she do any table linen?

A. I don't think so, I don't know of any.

Q. Did she bring the loom to town with her when she . . .

A. Yo, no. I don't know what ever became of it.

. Who lives in that house now? I don't know where that place would be.
. Eddie Sudbrink,

. Oh, that's a lovely big house, isn't it?

. Yes, and in those days, years ago, it was considered quite a place.
Had 8o many rooms in it. Course, it had no conveniences whatsoever, in
that day. (laughs) But this place where she had her loom, at the other
end of it, in one room it had a great big fireplace across the end.

Q. Oh.

A, 'And they used to, oh, butcher, and have their meat and stuff, you
know, in there, and they had the pots on the fireplace, you know, and
everything., It was real handy place to do things, you know. (laughter)

Q. Has that part of the house been torn down?

A, I can't tell you that, I haven't been out there for so long. It
may be, I don't know.

Q. Well, it would be very old if it weren't.
A, Yes, it would.
Q. How old was she when she came to Illinois, do you know?

A. Well, she came here as a bride. I don't know exactly how old she
was, but I think she was in her early twenties.

Q. Did her parents come, too? Did they live here?
A. Not that I ever knew of.

Q. Well, she learned this skill down in the old state of Virginia
then, didn't she, in old Virginia?

A, Well, she must have, really. Because she seemed to know how to
do everything.

Q. Well, the blankets were done beautifully, I think. Now, do any
of the blankets have any color in them, or are they all just plain white?
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A. They're all just about alike, there's no color. Some of them have
a little whipping around the edge in color, but I think some of it is
gone., Some of them have the 1834 date on.

Q. And her initials, too, aren't there? I think I've noticed her
initials.

A, Yes. T think her middle name was Nancy Constance.
Q. Oh, that's a fancy name.
A, Yes, I couldn't think of it at first.

Q. I thought about Constance as being a more recent name. (laughter)
I think about our neighbor, Connie Sue.

A, Yes, ‘Yes, you'd never know she was Constance, would you?

Q. No. (laughter) No, that's her name. Did you remember your
grandmother teaching you about any kind of needlework, any embroidery,
or anything like that?

A. No, she never did.

Q. Did she piece quilt?

A. Yes, she did, some. But I don't know where they are. I expect they
used them up, don't you?

Q. Well, I wouldn't be surprised. Now, your mother pieced quilts,
didn't she?

A. Oh yes, some.

Q. And your Aunt Lizze Wilson.
A. Yes. Not too many, though.
Q. But they did beautiful work,
A

. Mom had too much else to do.

Q. Yes. Now, did your grandmother make quilts out of woolen or out
of cotton material, would you know?

A. Both.

Q. Both.

A, She had both.

Q. Well, vou couldn't waste anything.
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A. Oh no, not a thread! It seems to me like she made a log cabin
‘ quilt one time. You know what they are, those things,
Q. Did they encourage you girls to sew and do needlework?
A, No. (laughter)
. Q. Isn't that strange? (laughter)
é? A. Not at all, but I learned and did plenty of it.
Q. I'm sure you did.
A. But I didn't from her.
Q. Did you start to school here in Virginia?
é. A. Oh yes, yes.
ji Q. And who was your first teacher?
A. Harmonia Tate.
§§ Q. I hear that story so many . . . (laughter). Tell me a little bit
i about Miss Tate, because she seems to have been such a character around
here.
g A. Oh, I couldn't say anything but good about her, because she was a
jolly person, and we all liked her, you know, and she was a very good
j teacher with children. Seemed to get everybody about started on the
right track. And nearly everybody got out of the first grade. (laughter)
1 Q. Was she a big woman, or a small . . .
A. She was tall and stately.

Q. Oh.

A. And, a real attractive face, I thought. She had so much expression,
¢ and brown eyes, you know, and I can just see her yet.

i Q. Really? Did she live to be quite old?

f A. She must havebeen fairly old. Of course when you're young, you
think someone not as old as they could be. But I think she did.

Q. Did she paddle children in school?
A, Not very much, no.
Q. Did she just teach the first geade, or did she have several grades?

A. TFirst grade.
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Q. That was all?

A. That was all. Only two grades down there then.
Q. Oh? First and second?

A, TFirst and second, that's all that was there.

Q. Well, then who taught the second grade?

A. Bernita Farrar's mother, Mame Jacobs. And she was a wonderful
teacher, wonderful. And she never did get over——when she'd meet me--
of saying, '"Well, here's one of my girls."

Q. Well, wasn't that nice.

A. '"One of my girls," she'd say.

Q. Well, she taught a good many years down there.
A. Oh yes, she did. A great many years.

Q. Can you tell me a little bit about some of the things that you did
when you went to high school? Did you have music in high school and
programs, ar . . .

A. Oh, we did some, but not like they do now., A music teacher would
come and go to all the grades, you know. And she would stand up and
blow her pitch pipe and we'd have a little music, you know, and [she'd]
go from room to room. But that was just about all. Until we go in
high school, and then we had a little more singing and sometimes a
chorus but it was very limited to what it got to be in other days, you
know.

Q. Who were some of those early music teachers?

A. Well, we had one, I believe she came from Springfield, her name
was Pauline Mantel. And then Ella Wilson was a music teacher a while,

and . . . .

Q. Did they come once a week or twice a week or how would that be?

A. Well, they must have come more than once a week, because they went
to quite a féw of the rooms.

Q. Oh.

A. Seems like there was somebody else. Pauline Mantel came quite a
long time. I can see how she looks now (laughter) as long ago as it's

been.
Q. Who were some of the other teachers you remember?

A. Well, my third grade teacher was Ella Wilson. And the fourth grade
teacher was Ernestine Hillig. ‘
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Q. I had her in the eighth grade.

A, Did you? And then do you remember Josephine Sallee?

Q. No.

A. She was in the sixth grade. And Ella Wilson was a--Anna Suffern,
I'11 take that back, Anna Suffern was my teacher in seventh grade.
And Henry Jacobs was in the eighth grade,

Q. Oh. No, I~-and then there was a Miss Emma Suffern, too, wasn't
there?

A. She taught in the country schools, entirely. She never was——in
my memory, she never was in the town schools.,

Q. Were they quite rigid about the things you had to do, like
multiplication tables and spelling? Did they keep children after
school?

A. Yes, they did. And sometimes they got sent to the professor's
office and got a hit with the rubber tube.

Q. Rubber tube!
A. Yes.

Q. And who would be some of the professors or superintendents, who
were some of those?

A. Well, let's see. Daddy Hiatt, as we called him. Mr. Hiatt was
one of them. And well, I can't think who some of the others were,

Q. Well, I guess . . . .
A. I'd have to think it out.

Q. Well, don't worry about that. I'm wondering, what was the social
life of the high school students like?

A. Oh, it really wasn't too much, you know. Like always, there was a
few parties, and there was no dances or anything because there was no
place up there then, you see, and that schoolhouse wasn't very big.
And . . . just really parties, and sometimes in the wintertime we'd go
on sled rides and go .out to some of the country houses and go down the
hills on the sleds and--those were the school kids, you know.

Q. Whose houses would you visit?

A. Well, one place—we had to go where they had a big hill, you know.

i
'
!

Q. Oh, yes. (laugha):

A. We went out to Tribswasser's, Blanch Tribswasser's. Hardly any¢ne
would remember her here. Out that way.
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Q. Who lives on the place now?

A, Oh.

Q. Miss Rexroat has again gone to ask her brother a question because
she thinks he remembers things more than she does and she wants to know
where this Tribswasser family lived. But I'm not sure that he knows
either.

A. It's out by Sweetin's..

Q. Oh, out that way. Out past the packing plant past the cemetery.
Well, how would you get out there? Walk out?

A. Oh, some of . . . yes, but some of the kids had horses--we had no
horse and buggy--or they took us out. Maybe they came . ,

Q. Would they have food for you out there?

A. No, we didn't have any food as I remember. They didn't have foods,
you know, like they do now and when you go, why, you have to have a
little coffee or something, you know. (laughter)

Q. You just went out and coasted and then came back to town?

A. Yes, we were out there all afternoon. (inaudible comment by Mr.
Rexroat)

Q. Oh, it's not far from the cemetery, then, is it?

A. No, not too far. No. Well, we used to walk out to the pond beyond
the cemetery and go skating when it was zero.

Q. Were you a good skater?

A. No. (laughter)

Q. Oh, I thought you would be.

A, No, I'm—1I never meant to be a very good skater. One time Lee Edda
and I walked out there, alone. Went way out to the cemetery, you know,
and skated around. A lot of people there, and had a good time.

Q. Where was that pond? On the Hoppin farm?

A. No, the other way.

Q. Oh,

A. It was known as the Widmeyer pond, I think.

Q. Had that been where there was a brickyard or something or is it
just a pond?
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A, I don't know of any brickyard there, really.

Q. Did they have junior proms or the equivalent, or party that the
juniors gave the seniors when you graduated?

A, Well, the juniors entertained the seniors, but course, you know,
there was only about twenty some in each class and that was always held
at the houses in those days. And they had nice parties, too, just real
nice.

Q. Would they have a dinner?

A. No, mnot that I remember, a dinner, but they had more than sandwiches,
I know.

Q.. More than sandwiches. (laughs)

A, Because Virginia entertained her class at home there, and they had
creamed chicken and everything that went with it. But as I say, it-
wasn't hundreds, you know, like now.

Q. Who all was in your class in high school?

A. Well, there was Georgia Sudbrink and Howard Anderson and Bernice
Wilson and Helen Turner and Ethel Mathews and . . . . My class wasn't
a big class in high school. And Bill Devlin and Amy Logue. They're
nearly all gone. (inaudible comment by Mr. Rexroat) Boyd . . . .

Q. Oh, so it's where Boyd's live now, is the place. (Inaudible comment)
Call him' Fuzz, don't they? Did you have much of a choice of subjects in
high school? What did you take?

A. Well, you didn't have too much choice in those days. You could either
take Latin or German, and the course was pretty well set up for you.

Q. Everybody took a foreign language, then?

A, You were supposed to, yves. I took two years Latin. It was just-—
everybody about took the same thing then. It just wasn't like it is now
at all. (laughs).

Q. No typing, no sewing?
A. Oh no, no, nothing. Just learning. (laughter)

Q. Now, when you finished high school, did they have a graduation?
Can you tell me about the graduation?

A. 0Oh yes, we had graduation and . . . the highest one always had a
speech and--valedictorian. And oh, sometimes different ones had poems
and different things, essays, you know. But the year I graduated, the
smallpox scare and.everything was quarantined, so our graduation exerpgises
was all called off.
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all
Q.
A.
Q.
A,
Q.

Al
bad

Q.
A.
Q.

A.

Oh, a smallpox epidemic in Virginia?
Yes, Oh, it was bad, too.

Hadn't people been vaccinated?

Not until then, a lot of them.

Did anybody die?

I don't think so, as I remember, but some of them were out in tents
isolated and everything.

They put them in tents out in the yard?

Well, out some place away from people.

And that was in May or Jumne?

It was before graduation. It was in 1908.

Was that the last time they had a smallpox epidemic?

Yes, that I remewber of. We haven't had much of it since. It was
then.

Did any school students have it?
George had it.
Oh he did!

He just had a few breaking out on his feet. And Mary had it, just—-

they never even were sick or anything but they thought they had it so
they were quarantined, so I had to leave home. (laughter)

Q.
A.
Q.
A.
Q.
A.
Q.

A.
you

Q.

They stayed there and your mother stayed with them?

Yes, and Dad and Rol slept down here, put in cots down here.
How long were they quarantined?

Quite a while, several weeks. Wasn't that something?

I never heard of that before. |

Oh, ves. (laughter)

So I suppose school was closed early?

Well, no school went on, I think, for those that didn't have it,
know, Yes, I went on to school,

But you visited some friends?































