PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by Rosalyn L. Baker Bone for the Oral History Office during the summer
of 1975. Rosalyn Bone transcribed the tapes and edited the transcript.
Mr, Jack Sarff reviewed the transcript.

Mr, Jack Sarff was born on a small Mason County farm near Chandlerville,
I11inois on June 10, 1911, Mr. Sarff has lived and/or worked on a farm
for most of his life., He 1s presently farming and living on the farm
with his wife, Evelyn, whom he married in 1932. He is very interested
in farming ard watches the different farm methods that his neighbors
use., He is willing to experiment with his own methods and use what:is
best for him,

Mr. Sarff's narrative ranges widely over his full and interesting life.

He tells of vacationling in the western states, of hunting jackrabbits,

and of interesting Jeep trips roughing it. As a young boy he earned
spending money by trapping rabbits and selling them. From his school days
in one=room country schools in different areas of Mason County, Mr.

Sarff remembers some humorous incidents, Mr. Sarff also remembers

going to town on Saturday night, the dime shows at the theater, seven-gal-
lons of gas for a dollar and the trip back home under the starlit sky

in the back of a wagon pulled by a team of horses., Mr. Sarff has

lead a full life,

Readers of this oral history memolr 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. If may not be .
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanic

without permlission in writing fram the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708 :
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Jack Sarff, June and July, 1975, Havana, Illinois.
Rosalyn L. Bone, Interviewer.

This is the first interview with Mr. Jack Sarff. It 1s taklng place
at the Sarff picnic in which Mr. Sarff and his wife, Evelyn, are the host.

Today is June 29, 1975. This is Rosalyn Bone for Sangamon State Univer-—
sity.

Q. Could you tell me a little bit about your background, like where you
were born and your parents' names?

A. Where I was born. I was born in Mason County, Lynchburg Township.

Post office . address at that time was Saldora and the town is still there,
but there's no store. At that time there were two grocery stores and

a post office. There weren't any gas stations there then. Parents

were Louls Henry Sarff, my dad's name, and my mother's name was Elsie Kath=

ryn Pierson. I was born in 1911 ard things have changed quite a bit
from then.,

From Saidora we use to have a rural mail carrier. He drove a horse and

a little covered buggy, wagon, mall wagonlike, you know, and that was

a big thrill, too. We lived about a quarter of a mile, which seemed like
miles (laugh) up to the mailbox, to get up there and walt for the medlman.
Once in awhile he would let us, you know, one or two of us kids, climb
up in and stand in his buggy for a mimute and, if we'd get to go down the
road, we'd go to the neighbors, once in awhile, just at mealtime and

the mallman would let us ride a quarter of a mile in his buggy and that
was qulte a thrill.

Q. Do you remenber the mail carrier's name?

A, I don't know. I think Evelyn would know what his name was. (Mr, Sarff
asked his wife, Evelyn, the mail carrier's name.) George Friend was the
mail carrier. We lived there for, ch, I don't know how long. Well,:I
started to school there, at Daniels School, which at that time seemed

1ike miles from where we lived but now, in later years, it's just across
the field. Wasn't, oh, probably a quarter and a half, maybe half a

mile, from home but seemed like my legs were awful short when I was about
that age. (laughter)

Q. How far did you live from town?

A. It must have been, probably, I think, about six miles fron Chandler-
ville but we never got to Chandlerville very often. I do remember one
time when the water was up and the road was covered with water and my

dad walked to Chandlerville to get groceries and--I don't remember, I sup-
pose I had gone to school before then—-I went with him and I was never so
tired. I think my legs were worn clear down to my hips by the time Ii
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got home. We walked over and then we crossed the river on the rail-

road trestle and, of course, I'd heard them talk about this and T hed seen it
before, but to walk that distance with all that water urder us was gquite

- an experlence. Then coming back, I had to help carry the groceries, you
know, a little bit, run into quite a chunk before we'd gone very far.

We moved around to different places. One time we weE’c down by Beards-
town for a little while. We were down in the bottom™ and my mother's
health wasn't very good and she couldn't stand that damp air down there.
So we dldn't stay there very long.

Q. Did you always live on a farm?

A, No. One time we lived in Bath.

Q. Right in Bath?

A. Right in Bath. Right beside the railroad track. I try to find that
0ld house when we go through Bath once in awhile, but it's——I don't know,
I hunt around awhile. Seems like the town is turned around than what

it used to be. 1I'd go in a different direction trying to find that house.
It's still standing.

Q. Are the railroad tracks still there?

A. No. The track is gone. Has been for quite a while, but you can
see where the tracks were. We were a short distance from the elevatar there
in Bath.

I went to school just a little while in Bath. But there was really

only one boy, one kid that started. I think it was the first year I
went to school, in Bath., Johnny Darling, you've probably heard of Johnny
Darling, he was about the only boy I remembered that I went to school
with., Of course, Johrny has been gone now for probably, oh, I don't
know, three, four, five years and other than that I just don't remember
any of the kids that I went to school with there. Down at Daniels

oSchool is where I started.

I believe there were U2 kids, went to school in a little one~room
country school. And well, there was always some good boys and some
ornery devils, you know, that always picked on little boys. I could
remember some guy that would soak a snow ball, you know, and get it a1l
wet-—s0ggy snowball and just knock the : 1little kids. There were big
guys, you know, that would pick on little guys. And then, I could
remenber a couple of big guys that were always looking for some big
guy to rough up when they would see him pushing around a little guy and
I always remembered those guys. You knew Raymond Finch. He was one iof
the good guys. If he would see some blg guy picking on a little guy,
ole Raymond was in there roughing that :(laughs) big guy up pretty quick.

]‘Ihe rich bottom land along the Illinois River, near Chandlerville,
Snicarte and in that area, is referred to as "The Bottom.”" [Ed.]
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We lived there, around in that area, until I was about, I was golng on
mne, T guess, and we moved to Haw then,out south of Havana about
three miles where we lived on a f'am.z We lived there and T went to
Bowman's School and there were quite g few kids there. There must

have been arourd twenty; twenty-five kids that went to school there,

It seemed like up until that time I was Just a little guy and I was

Jjust sort of mixed up and maybe everything was mixed up. We moved 80
much ard I couldn't keep things straight, while we were doing that.

I don't know, I guess, I just grew up. Seemed like from the time we
moved to Havana I could remember about everyday, everything that happened.
But before, a lot of things happened, you know, a kid just can't see.
You wonder, "Why?" After you get a little older, why you can urderstand
why you were doing this or your parents were doing it.

Well, while we lived down below, before we moved to Havana, Mother died
and Aunt Frieda was the oldest one of the kids—I think she was fourteen
or fifteen——and she quit school and kind of looked after us little

guys. Little Joe was a baby. He was five. I was seven, then. It was

a pretty rough deal. Dad worked out. And then, after we came to Havana—
Frieda was still with us for a couple of years—well, things were just bet-
ter for us, then. Probably two years after we came to Havana, she got
married and left home, maybe three years afterwards.

Q. What year did you move to Havana?

A, We moved to Havana, I can't remember whether it was 1919 or 1920.

I believe 1919, That's been quite a while ago. Well, we 1lived at
Havana then for four years and a half, something like that. Then we
moved back below Bath and that was the {irst time we lived right on

the farm. We always lived in the tenant house before. This time

we lived right on the farm and I never forget that first morning that we
woke up there on the farm. There were cows, pigs, turkeys, chickens, ard
a billy goat and a couple of sheep. To wake up that next morning and the
chiékens were crowing, the turkeys were hollering and these sheep, we
had never been around them. I might have seen sheep but never were close
to them, you lkmow, And this old turkey gobbler, there were just two turkeys
there, I think, because the 0ld gobbler if you didn't watch him he'd

Jump on your back. We had a 1little hole to crawl through the fence when
we went to the barn and he'd watch and when you'd get humped up to

go through that hole, well, then he'd jump on your back. (laughs) But
he took Joe ard I, . + . And then this old goat, he watched. He'd

slip up behind you.

But it was quite a thrill, that first morning when we woke up with all
these animals. They were out In the lot, of course, but we always hefore
had lived, you know, a half, a quarter [of a mile] away from the barm
and we weren't rig;ht with them.

We lived there two years. We went to Union School, then. It's still
standing over there but samebody lives there, I believe, at this time.

Q. In the school?

A. Yes, Then we moved back to Havana. It was probably within a couple

!
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of miles of where we had lived before, but we went to White Oak School.
We went to that school two years, I believe, and then the next year when
we went back, why Evelyn was there. So we went to school [together] the
last year we were in grade school.

Q. Did you go to high school?

A. No. I didn't go to high school. Our other sister, your grandmother,
Ina was at home then. Then she got married and left home. So my dad

and Joe and I batched the last two years that I was in school. Of course,
Dad had to work for another man arnd it was up to Joe and I to keep house,
fix our lunches ard do the washing and cook the meals. It was just

a pretty hard 1life. So, when I got out of grade school, Dad told me I
could go to high school but I couldn't see how, to live out there I'd have
to walk—oh, I don't know what it was, ten mile or something like that--to
school ard I was Just pretty anxious to get out of school., So I got a
Job and worked. I stayed where I worked and Joe and Dad went to live
with Prieda, our older sister, and Louie Dierker. dJoe went to school but
not the full year.

Q. Where did you work?

A. Well, I worked on the farm for this man or that. Finally, I
guess about the next year, then our dad died.

Q. About what year?

A. That was in August, 1929, So, of course, Joe was already living
wlth Frieda and Loule and then they wanted me to come there and live
with them and work for Loule, which I did. I was with them, I think
about three years. And Joe, of course, finlshed school., He started

high school.

Well, I guess, Evelyn ard I started going together about her second year
in high school and I knew what I had missed. I saw too late that I'd
missed a lot by not going to high school. It would have been a hard-
ship on me but a lot of kids, I suppose, did do it. It was high school,
you know. Maybe walked . . « It just depended on whether the kid wanted
to go or not. I didn't want to. So 1t was easier for me to quit.

But in other ways you look at it—I worked out and I had a Model T.Ford.

I had a paycheck. I always had money In my pocket. But a lot of these
other boys that stayed at home-—went to high school, you know-—and they
had to beg thelr folks for their car, get a dollar once in awhile,

Ever month or week, whenever I wanted to draw money--while I was working=—-
I had money. It looked better to me that way, than if I had just been going
along golng to school yek. But, theyiwere having fun when they went to
school. Then on Saturday night and on the weekend, you know, kids about
that age would want to get out, really have fun. Why, these kids, that
were just staying at hame, they never had much money to spend and they'd
get a threshing if they took the dad's car and brought it back., So, I
thought I was doing all right by wor .

A lot of kids at that time . . . grew up, most of them thought that they
|

]
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had to work and they were willing to work. But I think they've changed
their laws now, The kid can't work untll they're sixteen.They've got to
have permits and all of that and by the time the kid gets old encugh that
he can work, legally, why, then, he found out that he can live without
working. But anyhow, after Evelyn got out of high school, that next
fall then, we got married.

Q. What year was it?

A. That was in 1932. October the first, when we got married. I was
working for twenty dollars a month that summer. Can you imagine a salary
like that? And you know, I had money saved up. I had my Ford paid for.
When we started housekeeping we didn't have a lot like kids do now.

Well, she washed on a board and we had a new cook stove——-L don't remember
what it was. Nobody had a refrigerator in those days. You had an old lce=-
box, you know. Every once in awhile you'd buy a chunk over the weekend

or something like that. You'd buy a chunk of ice and put 1t in the ice-
box, if you're going to have some special dinner or something, you know.
You'd put your milk in a bucket ard lower it down in the pump well,

pump pit. It would be cool down there. That was where you kept your milk
instead of in a refrigerator.

Q. You had your own milk cows?

A. No. I worked on a farm, then. But I gof milk each day, you know,
and we had chickens. We had a plg to butcher. We had a garden.

Qs What kind of things 4did you g.;r'ow in the garden?

A. Oh, we . . . about the same thing we do now. We had green beans and
onions, potatoes, carrots, sweet cornj; anything we could get to grow.
You raised more. (bird chirping) We made a bigger effort to get things
carmed then we do now. Seems like more people are going hack to
camming now. People who have forgot how to can. (chuckles)

We lived at different places. We finally went down south of Chandlgrville,
southwest between Chandlerville and Beardstown, one time, to work and

we were down there at the beginning of World War IT. Things got rough,
everything was getting so high in comparison, just like now, and the farm
wages weren't very good so we declded we were golng to try to live in town.
We went to Alton. I worked in the factory.

Q. What did you do in the factory?

A, Well, T helped the shipping clerk. Worked in the shipping department.
It wasn't bad, at first. They were expahding (baby in background) and we
were in a new part and it wasn't a bad working place until they begin to
move more machinery and furmaces and one thing and another, crowding us,
and then it got hot ard noisy. I didn't like it. I had tried before. I
worked in a factory at Canton years before. I didn't like it. When spring
came I went back to work on a farm. '

So I stayed there, I think, about six or seven months [at the factory] then
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we got a chance to go back to the country. So we just gathered up the
kids ard went back to the farm to work.

Q. How many children did you have?

A. We had three. They were Norma Jean, Robert and Joarm. Joann was
about four years old, I guess. Robert had Just started school before
we moved to Alton., The kids didn't like school in town. There was
always a bunch of kilds around, seemed 1like they all came to our end
of the street to play. (people talking) But we got the paycheck
every two weeks when we lived in town and every two weeks we had to
buy all three of the kids new pair of shoes. (laughs) They could go
through shoes fast. Playing on the pavement, you know. Nothing like
it was in the country. Evelyn or I, neither one, liked it in town,
80 when we got a chance to go back to the country, why, we high-tailed
it back.

Then, let's see, in 1943, I believe it was, we got a chance to start
farming for ourselves and we moved north of Topeka. Put out our first
crop. So that was a new experience for us to own our own equipment and
I was my own boss. It was a big thrill, but . . . It was during war
time and I couldn't get equipment and we didn't have any money to hire
help and you couldn't find help if you had a lot of money at that time.
It just about took the desire to be a farmer out of me. The way I had
worked it the next two years.

It was pretty good, though. We had chickens, milk cows, and hogs, a0 we
were doing all right. And then later on in the summer we needed a

1little more income and they didn't have a teacher, so they got aften Evelyn
to teach the 1llttle country school.

Q.. What was its name?

A. That was Mt. Carmel.. So she taught school. The kids were all
there. Joamn started to school that year, so the kids would go to
school with Evelyn., In wintertime I was the janitor.

Q. What kind of crops did you raise?

A, We railsed corn and wheat, at that time they were the main crops.;
We had quite a few cows. We ralsed some hay, rusty ole cowpeas and
a little alfalfa., We only lived there two years. Then we moved back
down here, just this place up here. Do you remember when we lived
up here? North, just the next place up here?

Q. I think so, yes.

A. Yes. You were there. I know you were. So she drove back up
there the last year and taught school. Then she taught Quiver School
two years. So, we started raising soybeans then, instead of the cowe
peas. Of course, the kids grew up. Rob got big enough to help and
we got another tractor. (tractor goes by)

Q. Did you always have tractors?





























































































































































