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Lou Ann (Wagner) Siburt 
Taps 1 Side A 
November 7, 1993 
1230 N. Edward Street 
Decatur, Illinois 
Ruth Siburt 
Sangamon State University 

Today is November 7, 1993, My name is Ruth Siburt,;I am 
the interviewer. And I will be speaking with Lou An 
Siburt who has agreed to talk to me about her growing up 

young bride during World War 11. 

t 
years during the time of the depression, and her year$ as a 

Okay, Lou Ann we will start out with an easy question. 
When were you born and who were your parents? 

I was born February 17, 1927. My parents were Ada bucille 
Moreland Wagner, My father was Alva Otis Wagner. 

And where were you born? 

I was born in Decatur. Decatur, Illinois. 

And were you the oldest or youngest? 

I was the oldest. The first child. 

How many siblings did you end up having? 

Six: Vivian Elaine, and Lionel Wallace, James Alva,  
Sharon Joan, David Gavan, and Dion Richard. 

And did you live all of yaur growing up years in Decatur? 

No, when I was 1 year old my parents moved to Oakley, 
Illinois. My uncles, Emory Wagner and Harvey Burkwin, owned 
a saw mill down on the Sangamon River. And my dad had lost 
his job and he needed work, and they hired him. So, he 
worked for a lot of years for the saw mill, 

Then my folks first rented a house, and then bought 5 
acres, and built a 3 roam house where we lived my entire-- 
until I was married. 

So, when you were 1 you moved to Oakley and. . . 
Yes. 

And so how many people lived in this 3 room house? 

Nine people, 

Altogether 9 people lived in a 3 room house? 



We had a cave. I don't know whether you know what /i cave 
is. But it was underground, ! 

Okay. On your property you had a cave. Was it a mbn made 
cave or was it a natural cave? 

Man made. Just a mound. It was lined, And ours was 
lined with brick and concrete. A lot of them, the more 
affluent families had theirs totally lined with concrete. 
And they would have shelves. Ours really was not that 
elaborate. But it worked. It was deep. And in fact we 
could take--like when we--they milk the cows, we had a cream 
separator. You would pour the milk in, and you would have 
cream come out one spout and skim milk out the other spout. 
The cream was what was sold, because that helped to bring in 
a little cash money. Because cash money,really, sea--that 
was always our problem. There was just about always a way 
of having. . .we did have a roof over our head and you did 
have food, You just didn't have, the cash was hard. They 
would sell that cream. And it was always kept in that cave, 
and it was cold. It was deep enough that it kept it cold, 
We didn't even have electricity. 

And didn't have an ice box either, then? 

Yes, we had an ice box. 

You did have an ice box? 

Our ice man came, I think twice a week. And that means 
that twice a week we had [ice], because you'd use it up. 
You would chip pieces and put in an iced tea or whatever, 
and next thing you know, you didn't have ice far a few days. 
But they kept things real cold. Now those are prized. . 
.items, because they are solid oak, 

They are considered antiques, now. 

Yes, they are. I don't know what my mom and dad did with 
theirs. Because they still had it, didn't they? (This 
remark addressed to her husband who is in the room) When we 
moved to Decatur, they still had it. The year I was married 
my folks bought a house in town, and moved in to Decatur. 

What year were you married? 

In 1944. July 6, 1944. I married a sailor. 

What a romantic thing to do. I'd like to know what you 
did for fun. You lived on a small farm in Oakley; yo 
all these siblings. What did you do for a good time? 

We made our own fun. I was related to just about 
everybody within walking distance. And we would get 

x had 



together. And everybody, not everybody, but many of ouhr 
family members played music. And even, there was just / 
always a piano available, it seemed like, And my eousihs 
played guitar, and banjo, and mandolin. My dad could play a 
harmonica, They would play music. There was always 
popcorn, there was never a shortage. We made homemade 
fudge. We could just make a party out of practically 
nothing. 

Then we were really involved in church. A little country 
church, it was Oakley Brick Church of the Brethren. And it 
still stands, it's still there. Beautiful little brick 
church, We would go to everything that went on at the 
church, we were there. We .went Sunday, and of course then 
Sunday evening. Potluck dinners were something we looked 
forward to. 

And the same way with our school. We had just a one room 
country school. It was called Walnut Grove College. Real 
impressive name. Everytime there were community meetings, 
once a month, and we always were there. And my sister and I 
ware always called on to sing a lot at church and at school, 

We had wiener roasts. We had hay rides. We had ice--we 
didn't really have ice skates, but we called it ice skating. 
We'd slide flat on the bottoms of our feet down the creek 
and on the pond that was there. 

In the summer we had our old john boat, And we would boat 
down the Sangamon River with--differant ones would go 
fishing. We always fished, or watched. And we went 
swimming in the muddy old Sangamon River. I don't ever 
remember being bored. 

I: Oh, really? 

N: I don't ever remember being bored. I loved to read. And 
of course there was a shortage of books, because we didn't 
have any library at all in Cerro Gordo or Oakley at that 
time. And I had a school teacher. I think I was in the 
fourth grade when she came, and she stayed until I was in 
the seventh grade. And she brought me books from the 
Decatur Public Library. I would read everything she would 
bring to me. I always liked to read. So if I ever had 
time, when I didn't have to do chores and babysitting and 
cherry picking, berry picking--then I read. And I always 
enjoyed that. 

My brothers and sisters, together we made up games that 
kids today would [think] were not too exciting. But we 
such things as roll a hoop. And we had other--we just 
up things. We made toys out of whatever was at hand. 
always felt like we had a terrific time. But we could 
fun out of a lot of things. Like to me,, I can still 

did 
made 
I 
make 



remember the fun of riding on a great big hay rack fill d 
with new mown hay. It was just a fun thing. And they 
would--Dad and my uncles, they would let us help. We w uld 
get up into the hay loft and scoop the hay back into th 
corners while they would lift it up. There were many t ings 
that we thought up to do. The family, I think, made a ot 
of difference. Having cousins, aunts, uncles, and ever 1 body 
belonged to the same church, went to school together. It 
really was an extended family, and there was something going 
on all the time. Wiener roasts, and taffy pulls. Probably 
no one today would know what that is, but that can be fun. 

1; It sounds like you had a very strong sense of communipy. 

N: We did. And a good strong sense of family even with he 
poverty. I think because of our church. Because with y 
dad, that was more or less number 1 in our home was our 
Christian upbringing. And I think that probably gave u a 

it. And it seems funny, but most of my life, I didn't 

i 
good sense of, , .I think we felt secure, Like I said we 
were always short of what people consider today as 
necessities--that we had very little of. But we didn't miss 

really think about all of this, Until it just seems like, I 
don't know, seeing my grandchildren, I think, I begin to 
kind of compare to what we didn't have. But it was good. 

I : It doesn't sound as if you would say that your growing up 
was less desirable than somebody who is growing up now. 

N: Well probably, compared to today's standards it would be 
unbelievable, But living it and not knowing anything else, 
I don't think we felt. . , sometimes when my sisters and I 
get together, rarely, and we think back. We always laugh 
because we can still laugh about some of the things we did 
without, and made do with. A11 summer we went bare-footed. 
The only kids in our family that had really good clothes 
ware the ones that went to school. And I can remember a lot 
of times, the younger ones not going to church because there 
were not good shoes. 

A neighbor lady cut their hair. She was not good at it, 
but she was willing. So she cut the boys' hair. And I 
remember the first time my two brothers got a store, you 
know a barber shop haircut. They must have been about, well 
Wallace and James were only about a year apart, fourteen 
months apart. So they were just always like twins, red 
headed and looked a lot alike. And my dad let me come to 
Decatur, and he left me with the boys to get their 
They were the proudest kids. I think they probably 

eir 

have been 7 and 8 gears old. And they were proud, So t 
would have made me, I would have been lo--I would have 
11. I was big sister, and I saw to it that they got tt 
hair cut just right. 



You had to tell the barber how you wanted their hair lcut? 
I 

Oh, y e s .  Because mom had told me to make sure it pa 
just so, you know. I was proud to have a part in tha 
And they were sure proud to get their hair cut without 
bowl on their heads. (laughs) 

So what did the girls do about their hair? Did you jjust 
not get hair cuts? 

It usually grew, The year I was 12 years old, my Uncle 
Emory, which he was always a great benefactor, The times 
that we had really good things Uncle Emory saw to it because 
he, of course owned a business and had more money. And he 
got me a permanent, I was so thrilled, I got my hair cut 
and shaped and got a perm. Back in those days, a perm cost, 
if I remember right, it cost $1.75, and it lasted good for a 
year. I had the thickest curls. And that was a highlight. 
He got that for me, he and his wife, for Christmas. They 
wanted to do something special for me. 

How old were, do you remember? 

I was 12. Just when it begins to be important to look 
nice. Up to that point I wore braids mostly. My hair was 
long, but my hair was straight. And so I wore braids, and 
they always hung down my back, 

You say that they got you a permanent. I have a feeling 
that was a different process than now, 

It was unbelievable. It was almost like, well it was 
electric. 

The permanent machine was electric? 

It was just like sitting in an electric chair, really. I 
mean, it was really a big heavy chair. And it had this 
thing that came over the top of your head. It looked like a 
huge metal--it was just a big dome. It had these long 
wires, they were insulated, And it had clamps on [it], 
They would roll your hair on metal rods. It was scary, just 
as scary as it could be. And it got hot, it really did, 
They would give you a little thing with air, like a liatle. 

Bellows like? 



It was like a little a squeeze ball with a tube that ou 
could blow air because you'd have hot spots. They tri 
really hard not to get it too close to your skin because 6 you 
really could get burned. People did get burned with thase. 
And I had, I think 2 or 3 perms of that type, before they 
finally discovered the wonderful, they called it the c a d  
wave. 

The cold wave, oh sure enough. 

The cold wave. And that was a wonderful, that was a boon 
to women. When I got this first perm they took me to a 
lady. Actually, it was a farm house. And her name was 
Pauline Huford. She had a beauty shop in her home. Her 
parents home. She lived with her parents. And that [the 
permanent] was real important. I went through all t h a t  pain 
and fear of having this electric thing clamped on my head. 
It was really something. 

Sounds like you thought it was worth it afterward, 

Yes, it was to have curls and look more like. I don't 
really think that--not everyone had perms. We all were 
pretty well content with braids. 

And another thing we did, it's hard to describe. It's 
called getting your hair tied up in rags. They would have a 
strip of cloth, and they would start at the bottom and kind 
of like a curler, just roll your hair on t h i s  rag and then 
tie it. Of course you had to sleep on these knots, But 
this way you could go to Sunday School on Sunday morning 
with curls. That wasn't a comfortable process either. But 
I did i t .  I got my hair rolled up, and tied up in rags a 
lot of times, 

But after I got the perm, by then I was old enough to 
start taking care of my own hair. I remember that the 
second time, [it was] a couple of years later before I could 
get another perm. But I was willing to do it. Now, I would 
really think twice about getting under a machine like that. 

Yes, I imagine that could really hurt. 

(Tape turned off for a moment) 

As the eldest of seven children, and a daughter at that, 
did you have a lot of care of your brothers and sisters? 

Yes, a lot, 

Do you remember about when that began? How old were you? 



N: I was real, real little. I can remember my mom putting me 
up, well I climbed up on a kitchen chair, to stand up [to 
the table], because we didn't have a sink. I stood on a 
chair to wash dishes. And I know I couldn't have been over 
4 years old, and I washed dishes. I started in the morning 
and I had the dishes done by the time for dinner. It took 
me that long, because I'd have to get up and down off the 
chair to make room for more. Because there was such a big 
family. Of course at that time we didn't have that many, 
But still it was a lot, because everything had to be cooked 
in pots. It just made an awful lot of dishes to do, 

Then my mom and dad left me with the care of my younger 
brother and sister, Vivian and Wally, and I was 8 years old 
the first time. Because I had a conversation with my 
sister. I was trying to remember the first time we weEe 
left alone, so that our parents could come to town and do 
shopping. They called it trading. They would go to the 
grocery store and buy things that we couldn't raise. And 
visit, I think my mom's grandmother, and visited a little 
bit. And left us, we were there all day alone. And we 
managed. From then on, I was left a lot with them. I have 
my different brothers and sisters mentioned that they always 
kind of felt like I was mare mom than sister, because a lot 
was put on me. But I don't think, I don't believe I ever 
resented it, It was okay. We had fun together. We weren't 
always real good. My dad cams home sometimes and the house 
would be just upside down and we would a11 get in trouble. 

I : Do you remember any particular things you did that you 
weren't supposed to do while they were away? 

N: Yes. Using up sugar to make home made candy while they 
were gone. And another thing that we did that we really got 
in bad trouble [for] was sneaking down into the cave and 
getting 2 great big cups full of that heavy cream to make 
our candy with. Because that was for selling, not-- 
especially not--for candy making. And we did gat in really 
bad trouble for that. There were quite a few things. I 
don't remember too many. I think I was probably pretty 
responsible to be that young. Mostly, I was pretty 
responsible. 

I remember one time when mom and dad left us, and it was 
cold weather. We played, and we let the fire go out in the 
living room stove. We knew we were in big bad trouble if 
that fire was out. And we went out and got wood. ReaLly we 
were so little, we were so little. Carried those big chunks 
of wood in the house. We didn't have any paper, because we 
didn't take newspapers or anything. And we didn't know how 
to, we knew we had to have little stuff to start this fire. 
So we gathered up as many little sticks and things as ye 
could, And it was getting colder, and colder, and col er. 9 

I 



She worked at Hayes Hatchery. And it was hard work, ,real 
hard work. About like hospital, not real pleasant worh. 
And back in those days you just, especially with her jdb 
where you had to sort eggs, and sometimes sort little baby 
chickens into different [containers] and packed them tq be 
shipped, and sort e g g s .  It was kind of dirty. But sh 
would do just anything to keep. . .I think by then we 
kind of tired of the, . . we wanted to help ourselves 
have some money. 

Then I worked at St. Mary's I don't remember how many 
months. But I will tell you how much I earned. 
work of a morning at 6:30. And my dad by then was I wor Wen% ing to 
at Brownie Coal Company. So I would ride in town with him, 
and he would drop me off. And I worked from 6:30 until 1:30 
and then I was off until 4:30. And I went back at 4:30 and 
worked until 6:30. And I made, I cleared $17.50 every 2 
weeks. Not every week. Every 2 weeks. But you wouldn't 
believe the things I did with that money. 

What did you do with that money? 

I saved a lot of it. And I bought clothes and new shoes 
that didn't come from the Goodwill Store. They had never 
had anybody else's feet in them but mine. I'll never forget 
my pride and joy of getting brand new shoes. 
My best girlfriend, she got a job at St. Mary's, too, And 

so we would kind of shared talking our job over. And then 
we decided, we got a room together, for one summer. Just 
for a couple of months. We rented a room on Webster Street. 
Nettie, my friend and I. She was older than me. She was 
probably almost 17. And she had quit school a long time 
before that. And this was after I quit school, quit high 
school. And I knew there wasn't any chance of going back. 
And I wasn't 16 yet. I was 15 years old. 

So, you and your girlfriend, both of you under 16, it 
sounds like. . . 
No, she was 16. 

She was 16. And you were 15. You had your own room.1 And 
you were independent. You didn't go home at night. 

You slept in that room. What did you do for meals? 

The lady that rented us the room, had a great big 
basement, It was clean as a pin. She rented out many, she 
had I don't know how many rooms--quite a few. And we cpuld 
cook down there. She had a hot plates and a big sink. 1 We 
would take our few little dollars and go to the A h P spore 



down on Broadway Street. We would buy just the simplest 
things and fix ourselves meals. Due to the fact that we 
worked until 1:30, and Nettie worked in the diet kitchen, 
and she had access to food. She could bring home things. 
If there were certain things left over, they just let her 
bring it home. There were sometimes we had wonderful meals, 
like beef stew and corned beef hash were some of the things 
they let her bring home. And fresh fruit, a lot of times. 
The sisters were wonderful to us there at the hospital. 
That was one thing, we did love those good Christian women. 
They were really a big help, especially with providing same 
meals for us, And we would cook our meals. 

We were real proud of that room. It was just as pretty as 
could be, it was very nice--a nice big house. We didn't do 
bad there. But of course, my folks didn't really like for 
me to be living away from home because I was young. That 
didn't last but, I think probably 2 months--2 and a half 
months we did that, I went back home and still went ahead 
and worked. 

Then I got a job at a little place called the Blue 
Classic. It was like a neighborhood Coke shop. It was 
nice, neat, clean little place. And they [the proprietors] 
were called, we called them Ma and Pa Hubbard. Because they 
were just kind of like Ma and Pa to all the kids in the 
neighborhood. It was on Water Street in the 9 or 10 hundred 
black. I think it was in the 10 hundred block of North 
Water Street.1 had just decided I wanted a different job, I 
didn't like that working in the hospital that much, I 
thought I would before I started it, but I really didn't 
like it. 

So, I got this job. And it was a teeny little bit more 
money, It wasn't a lot. I think I was making $9 a week. 

What did you do at the Blue Classic? 

I waited on people. 

A waitress? 

Waitress, yes. I didn't have to do any cooking. They had 
a woman that cooked and she did the grill cooking, I had to 
make milk shakes and draw Cokes and make sundaes. It was a 
lot of ice cream things. I think I would have to drop a 
basket of french fries every now and then, But it was 
pleasant work and I worked with young people my own age. I 
made a couple [of] real nice friends there. That is where I 
met my husband. 

When was that? 

I met him in March of 1943. 



Because, you can imagine a 3 room house with no insula ion, 
no storm windows, just linoleum on the floor. It was old. 
We got this lighted finally, these little fine things, and 
put some big heavy pieces in. Then we knelt down, the three 

get in trouble, (laughs) 

i 
of us and prayed that the fire would burn, so we wauldb't 

Were your prayers answered? 

We really believed it. We trusted. We really believed in 
God. And the fire did burn. I don't think the first shot 
made it. We had to make 2 or 3 attempts. But we finally 
did have that fire going. And that was a lesson. From then 
on we never let the fire go out, From then on we watched 
that stove.(laughs) 

I wondered if you had any sense of things improving over 
time? If your personal situation improved along with the 
country's economic situation? 

It took a long time. I can remember, I think probably the 
years of 1937, 1938 and 1939 as being real, real bad. And I 
don't know whether it was because I was old enough to start 
thinking about, knowing what we didn't have, maybe, or 
wanting more, I don't know. I think probably around 1940 
our situation improved. Dad moved us to a better place. We 
had a, it still wasn't a big house, but I think it was like 
four rooms, and we did have a cistern in the kitchen, And 
we had a big barn, and corn crib, and smoke house, and good 
out buildings. And we had 6 cows. And of course that 
meant, , .that's prosperous living because there was a lot 
of cream to sell, and we made our own butter, and we made 
our own cottage cheese. 

And of course at butchering time we made a party out of 
it, because everybody, all of the aunts and uncles and our 
grandma, and everybody would get together. They would start 
out real early in the morning and they would slaughter. 
Most generally, each family would slaughter 2 hogs. It was 
the hardest work you can imagine. But they would work all 
day long, And my dad had a, I just wish that I would have 
had him write this down, but he had a recipe for curing, 
hams and shoulders and it contained quite a few different 
ingredients. I remember him mixing it together. You can't 
buy anything on the market that tastes quite like what they 
would make. Wonderful, wonderful sausage. Each and every 
person seemed to have their own specific jab that they more 
or less excelled at. It was like I said, but w e  got to eat 
fresh cracklings out of the, they would skim them out of the 
hot fat. And the fat that was left was lard. And the' 
would pour this out and cool it and then cut it into b 
squares, And the pie crust was unbelievable made with 
fresh hag lard. There is nothing quite to equal the 
cornbread made with cracklings. Which is the pigskin 
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