
An Explanation: 
   This is not intended as an artistic 
literary product, nor is it an exam-
ple of good typing. It is written as 
the events came to my mind. The 
central idea is the story itself.  
   I find upon reading it through 
that there are errors, and repeti-
tions of words, phrases, etc. These, 
I hope, will be overlooked.  
   The story has to deal with:  
      • Early social and economic life  
      in the Ozarks.  
      • Early educational conditions
      • Childhood experiences
      • The story of a boy who went
      through all of these conditions 
      and experiences, and “graduat-
      ed” into the realities of life.  

   I trust that you, Mr. Reader, will 
be forgiving, will bear with me and 
not be too critical. Look only for 
the simple story.  
   Written March 1943.

AUTOBIOGRAPHY

   I was born in a backwoods log 
cabin in the heart of the Ozark 
mountains in the southern part 
of Missouri. Being born there is 
not so very different from being 
born in any other place. It is all a 
matter of one’s viewpoint. But now 
as I look back through the vista of 
years, and take a retrospective view 
of the path over which I came, I re-
alize that the conditions by which 
I was surrounded as I grew up, and 
the environments into which I was 
cast were extremely primitive, and 
that the experiences that were mine 
belonged to a pioneer age.  
   There was for that territory and 
for that time no Bureau of Vital 
Statistics. And there was no re-
cord kept in any county office of 
births or deaths, nor of marriages, 
nor any other change in personal 

status.  
Therefore, the physician, Dr. L. 
Tice, who officiated that snowy 
night left no record in any office, 
not even his own, of an event that 
has left its mark for nearly sixty 
years across the escutcheon of 
time.  
   I am told, however, that I was 
born on November 14, 1884, on 
a pioneer farm four miles south 
of Waynesville, Missouri, in the 
Roubidoux valley. When I say 
“pioneer farm” I mean just that. 
The country, though inhabited for 
many years, was still a wilderness 
in many respects. The only farms 
and habitations of any consequence 
had been marked out in the val-
leys, and enclosed by rail fences, 
many of them whose ground rails 
had been laid in the dark of the 
moon. Live stock roamed at will 
over the wild pasture land. There 
were no improved roads — merely 
cow trails, logging roads, and deep 
marks of wagon wheels connecting 
the various communities.  
   The chief means of communi-
cation was by means of the horse-
back rider, and the only means of 
transportation the old horse, or 
ox-drawn wagon whose wheels 
were bound with iron tires. And 
the citizenry, ourselves and neigh-
bors, lived in close contact with the 
soil. Virtually all of our serviceable 
clothing was made in the home 
with the old hand cards, the spin-
ning wheel, and the hand loom. I 
have operated all of them
   There were six more children 
to make their appearance in this 
rural mountain home—five boys 
and one girl, and of these there is 
no vital record other than in our 
own family history. Let this record 
tell the story.  My parents gave 
me the full name Ernest LaVega 
Christeson. [Ernest’s middle name 

may be after Dr. LaVega Tice, deliv-
ering physician.]
   My father, James N. B. Chris-
teson, was the oldest in a family 
of eleven children born to Elijah 
J. and Sara Christeson, children of 
the early pioneers.  
   About 1803 three Christeson 
brothers, whose parents had come 
from Maryland, had come out of 
Kentucky and moved west, cross-
ing the Mississippi river at St. Louis 
in ferry boats. After entering the 
Missouri territory, they with other 
immigrants traveled by ox team 
southwest into the foothills of 
the Ozarks, to settle in what later 
came to be known as the Roubi-
doux valley, a minor tributary of 
the Missouri river watershed. To 
one of these brothers, Elisha, was 
born Elijah J., in 1819, who was to 
become my paternal grandfather.  
   Another family by the name of 
Colley had come out of Kentucky 
at about the same time that the 
Christesons came. A union of two 
of the members of those two early 
families, Elijah J. Christeson and 
Sara Colley, forms the background 
for the stock from which I sprang.  
   I have heard both my father and 
my grandfather tell many tales 
of their pioneer experiences. For 
years their nearest trading post 
was St. Louis, and all merchandise 
and materials had to be hauled 
out by ox team. Sometimes flood 
waters in the rivers to be crossed 
made their freighting a hazardous 
undertaking. Later the St. Louis 
and San Francisco Railroad Com-
pany built a road out to Rolla, 
some thirty miles to the east, thus 
bringing them a little closer into 
touch with civilization. But theirs 
was a pioneer life. The country was 
inhabited by few white men, wild 
prairie grass covered the land, and 
Indians were plentiful. Later the 
prairie grass disappeared and a 
heavy forest of oak took its place. 
These pioneers had to live from the 
products of the soil, and from their 
prowess in the hunt.  Deer, bear, 

and other animals, wild turkey, 
etc., were plentiful.  
   My mother, Louisa Virginia 
Jones, was the youngest in a family 
of six children in the home of an 
itinerant Methodist Minister, of 
the old school of Circuit Riders. 
Their family, too, had come out of 
Kentucky in the early part of the 
nineteenth century, crossing at St. 
Louis and moving northwest, final-
ly settling in what is now Callaway 
county, about forty miles north of 
where Jefferson City now stands. 
My maternal grandfather, who as 
I have said was a Methodist Cir-
cuit Rider, traveled horseback over 
a range of one hundred and fifty 
miles into the land of the Ozarks, 
with his Bible and personal be-
longings in his saddlebags thrown 
across the back of his saddle, 
preaching in the new communities, 
and establishing churches among 
the settlers who were taking up 
homes in the new territory.  
   On some of these trips the 
Circuit Rider would sometimes 
take along his youngest daughter 
to keep him company. She would 
ride an extra horse, mounted on 
the old-fashioned side-saddle of 
pioneer days. And it was during 
one of these trips that the youngest 
daughter of the Jones family met 
the oldest son of the Christeson 
clan. As might be expected, the two 
fell in love, and were later married 
in a ceremony performed by the 
bride’s father in their own home 
in northern Missouri, near Fulton, 
and thus forming the immediate 
background for my own family 
history. And, therefore, from these 
notations it may be seen that I 
came from pioneer stock.  
   In his early days, my father, with 
his next oldest brother, Tom, had 
jointly bought forty acres of rich 
undeveloped land in the valley 
below the old homestead. That was 
a sizable purchase in those days. 
So, it was only natural that the new 
family should build and maintain a 
home on their own land, and take 
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up life in a primitive way.  
   Hazel brush and sumac were 
cleared away from an elevated spot 
some hundred yards or so back 
from and overlooking the channel 
of the Roubidoux creek, near the 
mouth of a steep rugged hollow 
or ravine coming down out of the 
hills. The farming lands lay in the 
bottoms across the creek from this 
location. There were a few saw-
mills, or lumber mills in those days 
to supply any building demand. 
On this plot of ground were piled 
logs of goodly size that were cut 
and notched ready to go into a new 
building. Most settlers lived then in 
log houses. When all was ready the 
men of the settlements thereabouts 
met for a genuine “house-raising” 
and erected most of the house in 
one day.  
   A stone fireplace of ample pro-
portions was built into the eastern 
end of the building, and in good-

ly time the whole structure was 
completed, consisting of one large 
room of log walls, with a lean-to on 
the north side for a kitchen. Later 
a barn was built nearby for the 
domestic animals in use, etc.  
   And so was the beginning of a 
new home later to be changed and 
made over to meet the enlarging 
needs of a growing family for a 
period of nearly forty years, a 
mile from the old homestead, four 
miles from the nearest town, and 
fifteen miles from any railroad. For 
by this time the “Frisco” railroad 
had extended its lines through 
to Springfield and beyond. Here, 
about 1880, the new home was set 
up, with nothing but the crudest 
surroundings, and with nothing 
but the barest necessities of life.  
   Into these surroundings I was 
born, as has been said, November 
14, 1884, when, as I am told, the 
snow lay a foot deep over the hills 

in one of the worst winters that 
part of the country ever knew, and 
when the nearest doctor was four 
miles away over devious mountain 
trails. It is a wonder that my moth-
er survived, or that the new arrival 
grasped hold of the thread of life. 
But in those days parents and chil-
dren alike were of hardy stock.  
   I know nothing of the first three 
or four years of my life except what 
my father and my mother told me 
as I grew older. But they must have 
been severe ones, and for mother 
and father alike, loneliness, hard-
ships, and the bare necessities of 
living. I have faint recollections, 
however, of childhood days, hazy 
but pleasant, of visits among our 
neighbors and of their visits with 
us. It was a grand treat to be per-
mitted to stay all night in a neigh-
bor’s home, or for their children to 
stay with us.  
   I can recall playing about the 
house or out under the trees that 

all but covered our home at that 
time. I have recollections of var-
ious trips that we made, usually 
on Sundays, and always in the old 
farm wagon. That was our means 
of travel deluxe. Sometimes it was 
to a country picnic, or else to some 
big revival meeting in the commu-
nity, or else to visit with relatives or 
friends whom we had not seen for 
some time. These trips, the picnics 
or the revival meetings especially, 
usually meant a whole day’s outing, 
and sometimes over night with a 
full lunch box of pies, cakes, fried 
chicken, ham, etc. with all that goes 
with it. No one in those days went 
hungry.  
   Father and mother would ride on 
the spring seat up in front, while 
the others of us sat on boxes or 
chairs in the rear or perhaps on a 
board laid across the wagon-box. 
What a jolting experience we had! 
It is difficult for the young folks of 
this age to imagine such transpor-
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tation. But we didn’t mind it for we 
knew no other way. After a ride of 
a few miles in this manner across 
the hills and over rocky roads we 
were able to enjoy the community 
lunch spread out where everybody 
ate with everybody else. There was 
no clannishness and no selfishness.  
   I was told also that while still in 
babyhood I suffered a very seri-
ous illness with typhoid fever. Of 
course, I have no recollection of 
this. They said that I had to learn 
again to walk and to talk, after 
recovering from the fever. In our 
home, when I can first recall, there 
was an old child-sized cane-bot-
tomed chair. The sides and ends of 
the extremities of this chair were 
badly worn down, caused, I am 
told, by my pushing the chair from 
place to place as I learned to walk 
this second time. I can still envi-
sion that old chair. I wonder what 
ever became of it.  
   It was during these intervening 
years that others were born into the 
home—triplets in May, 1886, three 
boys. And then in February, 1888, 
another boy. One of the triplets 
passed away at birth, but the other 
two grew to manhood. They were 
usually spoken of as “the twins.” 
These remaining two of the triplets 
were named Emir J. and Edwin Z., 
and the next youngest Elwood A., 
later to be known as Ansel. That 
made four of us so near the same 
age to grow up together. It must 
have been a task for mother, but I 
cannot recall that I ever heard her 
complain of the many and arduous 
duties that were thus thrust upon 
her. Instead her whole life was 
given for us and she undoubtedly 
found great pleasure in the sac-
rifice. And it was a task, too, for 
father to keep the wolf from the 
door, what with the many hungry 
mouths to feed and the limited 
means for caring for the farm in 
the face of drought, and flood, etc.  
But he met it all successfully.  
   Sometimes certain incidents fix 
themselves in our minds, probably 

because of other associations and 
experiences. The earliest remem-
brance or recollection I think I 
have of my father was a time when 
he rigged up a box on a crude set 
of runners and dragged me in it 
through the snow into the bottom 
lands and timber below where the 
house stood. It must have been a 
very cold day, for I still have im-
pressions of getting cold on the 
trip. And I recall also that he gath-
ered some persimmons from a tree 
and threw them into the sled with 
me, some that still clung to the tree 
in spite of the snow. I don’t know 
how old I was at the time.  
   At another time, I recall that he 
must have gone away on some long 
trip, and when he returned brought 
with him vividly colored sheets 
of  what I have since conclud-
ed must have been copies of the 
old Police Gazette. [The National 
Police Gazette (1845-1977) was a 
combination of true crime, sporting 
news, girlie magazine, and tabloid 
newspaper. The height of its popu-
larity was  from the 1890s through 
the Roaring Twenties. It was the 
preferred reading material while 
waiting in barber shops around the 
country.] 
   One winter while we were all 

quite small two of the neighbor 
boys came over to stay all night 
with us. That was the common way 
of visiting among ourselves. They 
had perhaps been accustomed to 
seeing our mothers stirring about 
at supper time preparing the eve-
ning meal. At this particular time 
we had a hired girl in the house 
and she was out in the kitchen shut 
off from the main living room and 
busy preparing supper. Mother 
was sitting at the open fire with the 
rest of us and, to one of the boys, 
apparently not interested in get-
ting something to eat. After some 
time the boy grew quite restless 
and finally could restrain himself 
no longer. He broke out by saying, 
“Well, we’re going to get pretty 
hungry before morning.” You see 
he was beginning to feel hungry 
and felt that something should be 
done about it, and he felt that he 
had a vital interest in the matter.  
   These days of close association 
with our neighbors and friends, 
the informality, the simple joys, 
and the open-handed hospitali-
ty accorded everyone, form one 
of the bright spots in my album 
of recollections. The latch-string 
was always out and neighbors felt 
secure in the knowledge that there 

would always be a cordial welcome 
in any home. Our father and moth-
er both did their part along with 
all others, and thereby bestowed 
upon all alike a feeling of friendli-
ness that I miss sometimes in this 
age of haste, of selfishness, and 
of slight thought and care for the 
other fellow. I think that character-
istic was well-developed among all 
the people of the Ozarks, and has 
helped to mold the well-being of 
many a native son who has found 
occasion to go elsewhere to make a 
home. There was a feeling of ease, 
of confidence, and of good will 
among neighbors and of camara-
derie throughout the communities 
that helped to build up good and 
loyal citizenship.  
   A newspaper of any kind in the 
home at that time was quite a 
treat.  And those pictures, and the 
lurid colors, stayed with me. It was 
certainly a treat to us youngsters to 
get those colored sheets spread out 
over the hearthstone near the fire 
and to look them over and over.  I 
have never forgotten it.  
   Another treat that I had with 
my father many times was in the 
trips that he made to Waynesville 
for market purposes, for the mail, 
or just for the trip. Of course he 
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always went on horseback, and 
apparently he delighted in taking 
me along. I would climb up on the 
horse’s back immediately behind 
father’s saddle on a specially placed 
blanket and ride that four miles 
with my hands rightly holding to 
his clothing or to some part of the 
saddle. Arriving in town he would 
spend the day visiting and talking 
with friends, both town and coun-
try people. He seemed to know 
them all.  
   I would linger in the background 
listening, or at times play with 
some of the boys whom I had 
learned to know. Sometimes some 
of the men would give me spe-
cial attention, even to the point 
of giving me a sack of candy. And 
what treat could have been better!  
For that reason I never forgot such 
men as John Clark, Ed Williams, 
Lacey Mitchell, John Burchard [all 
store owners except for Williams, 
who was County Clerk], and others 
– men now gone to their eternal 
rest.  
   There were other events and 
experiences that linger in my mind, 
too hazy to be recalled, yet forming 
a part of that great home back-
ground of recollections that tend to 
linger on. I can recall the peace and 
the quiet that we knew, the hours 
spent under the shady trees near 
home, the birds, the squirrels that 
came within a stone’s throw, and 
later the lazy hours along the river 
bank as we followed father fishing, 
or watched the fish swim in the 
clear blue water. Those must be a 
child’s happiest days.  
   In these early days, however, the 
people shared a common seclusion 
that I doubt has had a counterpart 
in any section of the country since 
the advent of the automobile. No 
one ever traveled anywhere except 
to a neighbor’s, to town, or to the 
local church or political gather-
ings. Even the town of Waynesville 
nestled securely secluded in the 
hills removed from other no less 
easily reached communities. There 

were whole families who never saw 
beyond the confines of their own 
little farms and the restricted circle 
of their activity. Men and women 
grew up, lived to a ripe and use-
ful old age, and died without ever 
having seen a railroad train. And 
this is not a criticism nor a con-
demnation, for they lived in an age 
different from that which we know 
today. In this seclusion they were 
content to bask in the sunshine of 
their own experiences and let the 
rest of the world go by. They were 
all neighbors of ours and I can 
recall to mind many of them now, 
good substantial citizens in the 
community.  
   And, speaking of this seclusion 
reminds me of a story. It seems a 
stranger from the city, traveling 
through the hinterland, became 
somewhat lost and confused, and 
upon seeing a teen-age, bare-foot 
boy wearing a battered straw hat 
and sitting top the rail fence sur-
rounding the small pole habitation, 
asked the boy,  
   “Say, son, can you tell me where 
this road goes?” 
   “Nope,” the lad replied, “I ain’t 
never tried to find out.”  
   “Then,” said the man, “Can you 
tell me how far it is to the nearest 
town?”  

   “Nope,” the boy replied.  “Cain’t 
do that neither. But,” he added as 
an afterthought, “ask my brother 
Bill. He’s got shoes. He knows. He’s 
been everywhere.”  
   This story is not far-fetched at all. 
There were communities that I can 
remember where utter seclusion 
gave blissful enjoyment free from 
the worries of the outside world. 
Each was a little world, within 
itself, bounded by the limits of 
the local church in the wild wood, 
the country store and post office, 
and with two or three outstanding 
characters who stood as god-fa-
thers to the whole community.  
   Today we build fences around 
our farms to keep the livestock in-
side. Then, they built fences to keep 
them out. There were no stock laws 
and the whole country was open 
range. Cattle and sheep would 
be turned loose in the woods in 
March or April, just as soon as 
there was enough green stuff to 
keep them going, and they had to 
hustle for themselves the whole 
summer season through. Hogs 
shifted for themselves almost the 
entire year, living on the abundant 
acorn crops. Then late in the fall, in 
October or November, men had to 
ride the ranges to find this live-
stock and to drive them in for the 

winter’s feeding. Thus the winter 
feeding season was short indeed.  
   This meant riding horseback 
sometimes for several days through 
the almost never ending forest, 
rounding up the strays and driving 
them in. Sometimes they had wan-
dered two or three miles into the 
woods from the home place spend-
ing the season there and would be 
found feeding in almost inaccessi-
ble places. If the season happened 
to be a good one, with plenty of 
rain, the cattle would come in fat 
and sleek and just about ready for 
the market. Then the surplus of 
the herd, if not already contracted 
for with some local buyer, would 
be driven on foot to the nearest 
railroad point, which happened to 
be either Crocker or Richland, and 
sold there. The sheep were usually 
hauled in wagons—no trucks in 
those days. I used to ride with my 
father on some of these livestock 
hunts and sometimes we’d come 
to a habitation in the hills to make 
inquiry as to strays. If it happened 
to be near meal time we were 
usually asked to stop and to take 
dinner with the family, to visit, 
and to gather the neighborhood. 
It made no particular difference 
whether we were acquainted or 
not. That was a great experience for 
me, for who can imagine a boy six 
or eight years old riding the ranges 
all day without getting hungry!! 
It was a discourtesy then not to 
offer accommodation freely to any 
passer-by. Many of these trips were 
made with yours truly perched 
upon the horse, back of father’s 
saddle. I could ride that way all day 
though I will have to admit that 
sometimes it was rather tiresome. 
It was not long, however, before I 
could handle my own horse.  
   One day after I became older 
my father and I attempted to drive 
three steers to market fifteen miles 
away. Two of them were fairly easy 
to handle, but one, a big beast of a 
fellow, simply wouldn’t drive. He’d 
run wild, take to the hillsides or the 
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ravines, and even slyly hide in the 
brush. It took us all day and into 
the night to take him in, and when 
we got to the market the steer 
had gone crazy from the heat, the 
excitement, etc. The buyer wouldn’t 
pay us a fair price for him, but we 
had to sell because we couldn’t take 
him back. I remember also that at 
one time I helped an uncle to drive 
a bunch of one hundred and twen-
ty-five hogs on foot over this same 
road. It took us two days to make 
delivery at Crocker.  
   It was this means for market-
ing our cattle, hogs, and sheep, as 
with the chickens, eggs, turkeys 
and geese, that supplied us with 
the cash so necessary to everyday 
living, just about as it is today in 
most communities. Farm crops, 
hay, corn, etc., were scarcely ever 
sold on the market but were used 
in the feeding.  Wheat was hauled 
to the mill and ground into flour. 
Sometimes we would shell two or 
three bushels of corn by hand and 
take it to the mill to be ground into 
meal. It was quite a chore to shell 
that much at one time and usually 
the whole family took part in it.  
   All that has gone before covers 
perhaps the first five or six years 
of my life. And now it came time 
for me to start to school. My Uncle 
Tom’s family lived just across the 
valley from us and there were 
some of the older children who 
had been going, and I had heard 
them talking of their experiences. 

Naturally I was very much excit-
ed. The school house was located 
in the middle of the forest some 
two-and-a-half miles across the 
hills from our house, and over a 
narrow woodland trail. So when 
the fall term opened that was quite 
an event for all of us. I went with 
Uncle Tom’s children, carrying my 
lunch pail like an old-timer, and 
we all walked that two-and-one-
half miles without any thought of 
the distance, the dust, or the time 
involved. In those days there was 
no bus provided by the district to 
pick us up at our door and to bring 
us home when the day’s work was 
done. And I think we appreciated 
our educational opportunities then 
better than they are appreciated 
today.  
   And again, we had no graded 
schools as we know them today. 
In those days we began with the 
a, b, c’s and stayed until we had 
finished the old Ray’s Arithmetic, 
the Eclectic Speller, with a little 
readin’, ‘ritin’, ‘n ‘rithmetic, and 
some geography sandwiched in. 
There were no “graduates” then. 
When a boy or girl could solve the 
hard problems in the arithmetic, 
and answer most of the categorical 
questions in the other texts, he was 
ready to drop out of school and to 
go to work on the farm. There was 
no age limit and no time limit.  
   The school house where we 
attended was a large frame build-
ing, painted white, consisting of 

one large room occupied by about 
fifty or sixty pupils of all ages, sizes, 
grades, and advancement, and pre-
sided over by a thoroughly com-
petent teacher well trained in the 
practice of the times. I began under 
him with the a, b, c’s.  
   I can’t recall much that first day at 
school, except that I returned home 
that night a very proud “grown-up” 
youngster, with many of the day’s 
experiences to tell. It was a thrill to 
eat from my own lunch pail, and to 
play with some of the boys of my 
own age, at recess, and at the noon 
hour. Little did I realize then the 
long pathway ahead of me.  
   That two and one-half miles 
over which we walked was an ever 
widening experience for us. It led 
across the valley and across the 
creek, over a long, steep hill, and 
out through the forest to where the 
school stood among the trees. As 
time moved on we learned every 
crook and turn in the pathway. 
There was at times heavy dust in 
the road caused by the woodsman’s 
wagon, in which we liked to leave 
our tracks. Sometimes the trail of 
a snake crossed this dust, and we 
wondered where he had gone.  
   Sometimes we were caught in 
heavy rainstorms and had to take 
shelter under some old oak tree. 
And at times we would leave the 
beaten path to gather hickory nuts 
or the hazel nuts that grew abun-
dantly along the way. We liked to 
take a short cut that led down by 

a cold spring where lived a family 
of negroes whose older members 
at one time were slaves in the early 
Christeson households. And those 
same members would make much 
to do over us if we stopped for a 
visit. Every crook and turn in the 
pathway was a new adventure for 
us. One year the locusts came, and 
the woods were literally alive with 
them. We would watch their devel-
opment from the time of their first 
hatching until they were able to fly 
away. And we would catch them by 
the hatful, for no particular pur-
pose except to satisfy a boy’s curi-
osity. We found a greater education 
on this road to school than we ever 
found within the walls of a build-
ing. What glorious adventure!
   Mention before of the family of 
darkies brings to my mind many 
memories of experiences where 
those darkies played a part. Three 
of these old colored folks, as has 
been suggested, had been slaves in 
the early Christeson households 
but had been set free even before 
emancipation came. But they still 
continued to live near to, and to 
be dependent upon some of the 
members of our family. To us they 
were about as much a part of our 
family background as any other ex-
perience that might be mentioned. 
We children knew these older 
members as Old Aunt Sara, Old 
Aunt Mariah, and Old Ive (short 
for Iverson). Even as I remember it 
in childhood many of our house-
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hold tasks,—washings, cleaning, 
etc.— were done by these darkies. 
And no one in the neighborhood 
felt that his annual butchering for 
the meat supply had been properly 
accomplished unless Old Ive had a 
hand in it.
   I am reminded of a little incident 
that took place at home one day 
when Old Aunt Mariah was there. 
It seems that mother had sent 
my youngest brother Ansel, then 
quite small, to dig some potatoes. 
He must have loafed on the job so 
mother had to use a little physical 
persuasion on him, in the form of a 
buck-brush switch, which brought 
the desired results forthwith. Aunt 
Mariah saw the whole proceed-
ing. She always called my mother 
“Miss Jinny.” Later in telling the 
neighbors about the event she said, 
“Miss Jinny put dat switch where it 
done de mostest good, and Laws a’ 
Massy, dat boy sho’ dug taters then. 
Yas’m, yas’m. He sho’ did.”  
   For many years they lived near 
Kerrs’ Mills, later to be mentioned 
in the story, but later homestead-
ed a tract of land in the hills near 
where we lived and lived there 
until the family finally disintegrat-
ed and disappeared. As each one 
in time died he or she was buried 
near our own family burial lot.
   They were humble, sincere, sim-
ple, and superstitious, as might be 
said of most of the slaves of earlier 
days. And they had no apparent 
worries of what the next day might 

bring. “Sufficient unto the day is 
the need thereof,” seemed to be 
the guiding influence of their lives. 
They were loyal to us to the last. 
And this reminds me of an experi-
ence, maybe out of place to be told 
here, when I first went to Nashville, 
Tennessee in later years.  
   There one day I met an old dar-
key, stoop-shouldered and gray, 
wearing a very much prized flat-
top straw hat, as he came across 
the street at an intersection in the 
residential part of the city. As we 
met he very humbly removed his 
straw hat, stepped carefully to one 
side, and with the hat under his 
arm bowed obsequiously to me un-
til I was out of the way. I marveled 
at the time why any member of 
the human race should make such 
obeisance to me, and I felt more 
humble than he.
   In our modern day of develop-
ment, what with our fight against 
all kinds of germs, our grasping 
for all the various vitamins, with 
the medical care we receive, I 
sometimes wonder how we in our 
childhood survived. Of course, in 
the early part of the season we all 
had to go barefooted. I suffered 
every torment that every other boy 
knew at the time, with broken toe-
nails, stone-bruised heels, and with 
thorns, nails, etc., that pierced our 
bare feet. Yet I do not recall even 
a single case of blood poisoning 
among all the boys that I knew. 
We also had to contend with all 

kinds of snakes on our long trek to 
and from school. And speaking of 
snakes reminds me that we never 
knew what it was to be afraid of 
one. The danger element never en-
tered our heads. One of my favorite 
tricks was to catch a snake by the 
tail, it didn’t matter much what 
kind, and quickly to snap his head 
off as if cracking a whip, before he 
had time to curl up and bite me. 
I don’t recommend that kind of 
amusement to anyone 
   The school where we attended 
was not supplied with a well or 
cistern for our water supply. The 
drinking water had to be carried 
from a not-too-clean spring a 
quarter of a mile away, in a large 
common pail that I doubt had a 
genuine scrubbing the whole year 
through. Two of the larger boys, or 
girls, would with the permission of 
the teacher go for a pail of water, 
and when they returned the pail 
would be passed up and down the 
aisles where each thirsty youngster 
would grasp the same old big dip-
per, dig deep into the pail, and then 
drink heartily and long, passing the 
dipper along to the next with never 
a thought of sanitation. The good 
Lord must have been looking after 
his little children then.  
   The next three years of my life 
were closely connected with this 
school. There was the time when a 
bunch of us boys went too far one 
day at noon and encountered a 
hornet’s nest. I was too little to do 

much of the mischief to the nest, 
but the angry hornets spotted me 
out and stung me several times 
above the eyes. When we returned 
to the schoolhouse we were half an 
hour late and my eyes were swollen 
shut.
   There was another time when I 
had carried a good-sized muskmel-
on all that distance and had hidden 
it in the leaves to eat at the noon 
hours. When I came to get it, it 
was gone, and several of the older 
pupils were quite smugly amused 
at my discomfiture. And I have 
always harbored a keen feeling 
of resentment against these same 
folks.  
   It was, I think, in my third year 
in this school that we had as our 
teacher a man by the name of J. D. 
Carter. Late in the fall the pupils 
were all engaged in gathering and 
eating the hazelnuts that grew 
abundantly about us. This led to 
some misunderstandings among 
some of the pupils and some of the 
larger ones rebelled at Mr. Carter’s 
insistence upon discipline. This led 
to a knock-down drag-out fight.  
   I will say for Mr. Carter that he 
was in the right, and that he was 
equal to the occasion. But this indi-
cates the temper of the backwoods 
pupil of years ago. Though struck 
on the head with a hammer by one 
of the more obstreperous pupils, he 
was able to hold his own. A brother 
of the rebellious pupil, a big hulk 
of a fellow, grabbed a large stone 
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and was going to do damage with 
it when one of the older boys laid 
him out with a well-directed blow 
to the jaw. That ended the fight.  
   This all happened at the morning 
recess. I had been sick, and mother 
had given me some medicine to 
take, with instructions to swallow 
it at the morning recess, so while 
the fight was still raging I ran off 
back of the schoolhouse, swallowed 
my medicine, and returned in time 
to watch the fight. The vanquished 
boy left for home with dire threats 
to get a gun and return to get even. 
In our young minds there was no 
doubt but that he would make 
good his threat.  
   That is the day I learned long di-
vision. My class in arithmetic was 
the first to be called after recess, 
and I was called upon to go to the 
blackboard and work those long 
division problems. I’ll never forget 
my sensations and the gnawing 

fear as I stood there at the black-
board with my back to the school-
room, looking over my shoulder all 
the time for the boy with the gun, 
and wondering what we would do 
if the teacher should be killed. I 
never forgot that morning in long 
division. But the boy never re-
turned.  
   Up to this time at home we had 
never had a water supply close by, 
but had to carry all water used 
from the springs that came out of 
the hills close to the house. Right at 
this time father was digging a well 
in the back yard near the kitchen. 
We boys went home that night with 
excitement at high pitch tumbling 
over each other to see who could 
be first to tell about the fight. That 
had been a big event for us.
   But, lo and behold! There was 
that same rebellious schoolboy of 
the morning affair calmly help-
ing my father with the well. He 

had come there directly from the 
school instead of going home, and 
my father had employed him to 
help. That took the wind out of our 
sails, for now we were afraid to tell 
about the fight. It was some time 
before we could muster up cour-
age enough to get mother away in 
one corner and tell her what had 
occurred. No further complications 
came out of the fight.
   The foregoing incident illustrates 
briefly one of the many troubles of 
the rural teacher about this time. 
His troubles were unlimited. There 
was always the bully with whom 
to contend. And there was the 
love-swain, the smart-alec, and 
the dunce of the neighborhood. 
I can recall all of these characters 
even where I attended, in the Mt. 
Gibson school.  There were sever-
al grown-up youngsters, some of 
them very troublesome.
   I recall that one week one of the 

boys brought a “fiddle” to school, 
so the older pupils slipped away 
at noon down into the woods, 
cleared off a space on the ground, 
and conducted a real old square 
dance. This went on for several 
days before the teacher found out 
about it. Some of the ring-leaders 
were brought up for suspension, 
and some were punished with the 
proverbial hickory stick. But I do 
not remember the details. These 
stories, however, indicate some of 
the conditions that surrounded us.  
   Some of the neighbors’ children 
were more fortunate than others 
of us, and were able to ride horse-
back to school. They traveled over 
the same road we traveled, and we 
envied them their good fortune. I 
was quite small for my age and not 
very strong, so one evening on the 
way home one of these children 
took pity on me and offered to let 
me ride home with him. That was 
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too good an opportunity to miss.  
   I climbed up onto a big oak 
stump and from there jumped 
astride his horse back of the saddle 
on which he was riding. My tin 
dinner pail made too much noise 
and the horse became frightened 
and unruly and threw us both off. 
I was badly injured in the fall. My 
arm was broken above the elbow, 
and both bones in the lower arm 
were also broken. I can remem-
ber a little of the procession that 
brought me to Uncle Tom’s place 
that night. The neighbors’ children 
felt that it was through their negli-
gence that I was hurt and I believe 
that at that time their suffering was 
greater than mine. It is a serious 
thing to fall down on any respon-
sibility. I can remember when the 
doctor came, and when they put a 
funnel over my face and told me 
to breathe deep. That was the last 
I remember until they were pull-

ing at my tongue and telling me to 
wake up, that my arm was all right. 
That scene about me still stands 
out vividly in my mind.
   That accident occurred in No-
vember. I did not go to school any 
more that term. Our school terms 
were usually of a six months’ dura-
tion, and closed in January or Feb-
ruary. Enough it is to say “thanks” 
to those doctors who set the bones 
in my arm and looked after me 
all winter. The breaks healed very 
satisfactorily, and my arm has 
never given me any serious trouble 
through all these years. In fact, I 
think I have thrown just about as 
many stones, and pitched about 
as many baseballs with that arm 
in later years, as any other normal 
boy, and without any ill effects.
   It was during this period, and 
while my arm was still in a sling, 
that my father as I recall it, had 
occasion to travel on horseback to 

my mother’s old home over one 
hundred miles to the north, in Cal-
laway county. That was a big trip in 
those days, and was not undertak-
en unless the need was urgent. I do 
not know now why he went, for we 
were all too young for it to mean 
much to us.  
   This was before the time of the 
automobile, and when travel was 
over cow trails and logging roads. 
The day he was to leave we were all 
out of bed before 4:00 a.m., to see 
him off to an early start. As told be-
fore, our one big living-room was 
heated by a huge open fire-place 
with large logs piled on to keep the 
fire going. This morning father had 
built an extra big cheery fire, and 
we boys were all gathered around 
it. These logs were supported by 
huge andirons in front. One of the 
sticks, partly burned, had dropped 
down with one end on the hearth-
place. Father told one of the young-

er boys to lift the stick back onto 
the fire, but the boy didn’t under-
stand what was wanted. I thought I 
knew what was meant, so with my 
good left hand I took hold of the 
stick to lift it up, before it was real-
ized what I was doing. I thought it 
was the proper thing to do, and felt 
proud that I was able to do it.
   As my small fingers clasped the 
wood, they came in contact with 
the deep live coals on the under 
side. I yelled, but it was too late. 
The whole inside of my hand was 
badly burned.  There I was, right 
arm broken and in a sling, with 
the left hand now also useless. I do 
not recall whether father left that 
morning or not. I am inclined to 
think that he did not leave. At any 
rate, for days I had to be fed with 
a fork and spoon just like some 
helpless baby.
   We passed through all child-
hood experiences with sickness 
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and disease, the mumps, measles, 
chicken-pox, whooping-cough, 
etc., some of it serious, and some 
mere passing ailments. Some of 
the worst with which we had to 
contend were malaria and ague or 
the “chills”. I had my share of all of 
it. In fact, it seems to me now as I 
recall it that there were some of us 
sick most of the time with some 
common ailment, bad colds, etc. I 
can recall some of these times that 
were pretty serious and we were 
fortunate to recover.
   By this time another brother had 
come into the home, named Wiley 
Everett, and he was now about two 
years old. He, too, fell heir to the 
measles in the regular course of 
events. I remember one night I was 
awakened by my father and carried 
to my little brother’s bedside and 
told to bid him goodbye. That was 
the last time I ever saw him alive. 
And that is about all that I can re-
call of that little brother, except for 
the funeral following. That stands 
out clearly in my mind.
   By the time I was ten or twelve 
years old, my father had accumu-
lated more property, and some 
changes were taking place about 
us. He had been able to purchase 
eighty acres more of bottom land, 
and another eighty acres of good 
pasture land and timber, former-
ly owned by the “Frisco” railroad 
company. In earlier days this land 
had been rented to the company by 

the state to induce them to build 
the road. Now they were offering it 
for sale.
   Uncle Tom, the brother whom 
I have mentioned before, had 
accumulated a like amount just 
south of us with the original forty 
acres sandwiched in between the 
two tracts, and divided evenly for 
purposes of cultivation. The old 
Christeson homestead just above 
in the valley adjoining ours on the 
east comprised some two or three 
hundred acres of good bottom 
land, and a younger brother had 
eighty acres or more on the north. 
That altogether created quite a 
family holding.
   The land immediately to the west 
of us, and adjoining us below in 
the valley belonged to a man by 
the name of W. C. Kerr. In addition 
to operating their farm of several 
hundred acres, Mr. Kerr and three 
of his sons had built and operated 
for many years a large flouring mill 
just across the valley a half mile 
from our place. I have helped haul 
a good many bushels of wheat and 
corn to that mill to be ground into 
flour and meal. Some of it was car-
ried on horseback.
   Mr. Kerr was an affable old 
gentleman, but rather brusk and 
abrupt in his way. We boys had 
to pass the mill twice daily on 
our way to and from school. He 
would sometimes come out into 
the roadway to meet us and would 

storm, “Well, did the teacher lick 
any of you today?” Of course we 
would say, “No.” Then with all the 
fuss and fury that he could muster 
he would gather up a switch, or 
strap, or anything else handy and 
come at us, saying “Well, if the 
teacher won’t do it, I’ll have to lick 
you myself.” We’d scatter like young 
quail, half scared to death, trying 
to keep out of his way. It is enough 
to say that he never caught us! But 
we found out in later years that 
boys never had a better friend than 
we found in Mr. Kerr, with his four 
sons, in fact the whole Kerr family.
   In the early days of that com-
munity, settlers came for miles 
with their wheat, corn, etc., to be 
ground into flour, meal, or feed. I 
can remember when the mill never 
shut down except for repair.
   Customers would camp there 
on the grounds, waiting for their 
turn at the mill. They would sleep 
in their wagons over night. Some 
even came with ox teams. Mr. Kerr 
also operated a sawmill, and some 
of the finest timber ever taken from 
the Ozarks went through that saw-
mill and was cut into lumber and 
built into new homes not only up 
and down the valley, but through-
out the hill country. One of the 
chief means of income for a certain 
class of inhabitants was in furnish-
ing fuel, in the form of cordwood, 
for that mill. I mention this bit of 
geography and history for it all 

helped to form the background for 
the associations we knew in child-
hood.
   The Kerr & Sons’ Roller Mills was 
the one big industry in our whole 
boyhood experience. The whis-
tle from that mill could be heard 
up and down the valley and even 
across the hills for several miles, 
and was regarded as an indicator of 
time by most everyone.
   Practically every timepiece in the 
neighborhood was regulated by it, 
and everyone knew by the blowing 
of the whistle when to leave the 
field for the midday meal.
   We boys used to know every 
nook and cranny of that mill, and 
could trace a grain of wheat or 
corn from the time it was un-
loaded into the bins until it came 
out a finished product—of flour, 
grits, bran, meal, etc. We liked to 
watch the process of cleaning the 
grain, and the big shaker machine 
always claimed our attention. 
But we liked better just to climb 
about from floor to floor, up and 
down stairways, ladders, etc. But 
more exciting was it to stand in 
the engine room and watch the 
big drive-wheel go round. We had 
“free passage” anywhere, and it is 
a wonder to me now how we ever 
avoided an accident at one time or 
another. Sometimes when working 
in our field nearby we would come 
to the mill well to get a drink for it 
seemed to us the water there was 
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colder than it was elsewhere.
   In passing, I want to mention 
another means of income for that 
section of the country. It was the 
making and marketing of railroad 
ties. There were hundreds of men 
who made their living from year 
to year by cutting down the young 
white oak timber throughout 
the Ozarks and with the broadax 
hewing them into shape for ties. 
This went on for years until the 
mountains were almost depleted in 
their supply of good timber. Some 
of these ties were hauled by wagon 
and team to some railroad market. 
Others were delivered at designat-
ed points along the larger streams, 
built into rafts sometimes several 
hundred feet long, and floated 
downstream to some point that 
had access to the railroad market. 
“Tie-whacking” was a big industry 
for a long time. [We usually refer 
to this industry as “tie-hacking.”] To 
“run” a raft of ties down some river 
was a big undertaking. I have seen 
these ties piled in thousands along 
the river banks and at the market 
points along the railroad.  Many 
the times have I seen a team of 
Missouri mules drawing a wagon 
loaded with new ties and headed 
for some distant market.
   At one time several hundred 
Syrians were imported by a “Tie 
whacking” contractor and required 
to camp in the woods near their 
work. Their making the ties was 
nothing new, but it was interesting 

to see how they made their bread 
and prepared their meals. It was a 
community affair. They would buy 
a whole sack, or several sacks of 
flour, and mix it with water. This 
unleavened dough would then be 
poured into a pit in the ground 
where a fire had been kept burn-
ing until the earth was hot and 
then covered over with live coals. 
After the required time, when the 
bread was thoroughly cooked, it 
would be removed from the pit and 
stood up in a corner of their tent, 
from which slices were to be cut 
as needed. One stormy morning 
one of these men stood looking 
out the door of his tent watching 
the storm, with his hand leaning 
against the tree to which the tent 
was attached. Lightning struck the 
tree and killed him instantly. This 
happened only a short distance 
from where we lived.  
   Ours was a typical farm life. I 
know what it is to plant and to 
harvest. I’ve been up at break of 
day and into the fields, to stay until 
sundown. I’ve planted corn, and 
sowed the wheat and oats, as well 
as prepared the meadow lands. I 
know what it is to harvest, to cut 
and to take the hay and to get it 
into the stack or into the barn, or 
to gather the corn from the field 
when sometimes it is muddy and 
sometimes frozen ground. I know 
what it is to go into the woods to 
provide fuel for the house. And I 
also know what it is to fell huge oak 

trees and to split them into rails 
or posts for fence building. I have 
pulled one end of a cross-cut saw 
for hours at a time. I know what it 
is to go out into the storm to rescue 
a drowning chicken or turkey, or 
a lamb that can’t take care of itself, 
and I also know what it means to 
see a summer’s work carried away 
in a flood or burned up by the re-
lentless rays of the sun with no rain 
forthcoming.
   I realize now only too well the life 
of seclusion we lived, with little or 
no advantages for contact with the 
outside world. I’ve spoken of our 
early school opportunities, or lack 
of them. There was no organized 
church in our community nearer 
than Waynesville, four miles away. 
Frequently itinerant ministers 
would come into the neighborhood 
and preach in the schoolhouses or 
in specially prepared arbors on the 
outside. And for a long time Sun-
day School was conducted in our 
local schoolhouse at Cedar Hill. 
There were no telephones nor auto-
mobiles. Mother and father would 
frequently put us on the horses 
and send us to Sunday School or 
Church at Waynesville. We had 
some very pleasant neighborhood 
parties, literary programs, spelling 
bee’s, etc. It was after we were pret-
ty well grown that we actually came 
into contact with the outside. In 
our seclusion, however, I think we 
found just about as much personal 
pleasure as might be found any-

where else, and without the rough 
edge of outside influences.  
   The river, or creek as we called it 
[Roubidoux], that ran close by the 
house was always of never-ending 
interest for us. One of the happier 
delights of our young lives was 
to “go fishing”. Especially would 
this be done if there came a rain 
and made it too wet to work in 
the fields. All the equipment that 
we had was a long slender pole 
cut from the willow thicket, a line 
made of two or four strands of 
sewing thread, one single hook, 
and a bottle stopper for a float. 
Most anything that would sink 
was used to hold the bait down. 
With all that on our shoulder, we 
would joyfully trudge along the 
willow-lined bank, with a bait can 
in our hands, to some deep pool 
under the shade of the sycamore 
and elm, and fish along side some 
old log or pile of drift, or near a big 
rock, for the sunfish or bass, or in 
some muddy pool for the catfish. 
Never is a boy in greater glory than 
at such times as these.
   As we grew older we used a seine 
or net, for then such things were 
not outlawed as now. We learned 
early how to swim as this seining 
was a glorious adventure every 
time we went. And somehow we 
always got fish—plenty of them. 
Sometimes in dry seasons the 
creek would dry up, leaving only 
the deepest eddies with water in 
them. Many the times we found 
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these places almost dry, the water 
no deeper than we could wade 
with our trousers rolled above our 
knees, and fish shut in them by the 
sackful, all kinds of them. What 
a childhood experience to roll up 
our trousers and with an armload 
of brush cut from the willow thick-
et near by to be used as a “drag” or 
“seine” to be pushed along in the 
water until the fish were driven 
into the shallows where we could 
catch them with our hands! Then, 
like conquerors of old, to proudly 
carry them home to show to father 
and mother, for we knew that we 
would always be praised for the 
excellent catch we had made.
   There were several families in 
the community having two, three, 
or even four boys in the family. 
Big families were the rule rath-
er than the exception. There was 
especially Uncle Lish Christeson’s 
family about four miles across the 
hills from us. In a great many ways 
we almost grew up together. We 
worked together, we played togeth-
er, and we went to school togeth-
er for a time at the Mt. Gibson 
school. It was a common custom 
for us boys to walk over to their 
home through the woods, to stay 
all night, or for them to come over 
to our place for the same purpose. 
We looked forward to such visits 
with great anticipation and we had 
some wonderful times. We had 
some great experiences together. 
And since we lived on the creek, 
our place was the logical one for 
a get-to-gather either in summer-
time for fishing or swimming, or 
in the winter time for skating. But 
we could always find an excuse, 
whether it was winter or summer.
   Here’s a story that can now be 
told regarding one of our get-to-
gathers, simply the story of exuber-
ant boyhood. One Saturday night 
all four of Uncle Lish’s boys came 
over and stayed all night with us. 
There was also one of our cousins, 
Paris Christeson, with a hired man 
batching on the farm adjoining 

ours and caring for the crops. We 
were all together for a while that 
night. Our parents on both sides 
were always strict and Puritanical 
in regard to fishing or hunting on 
Sundays. The next morning, Sun-
day, we all left the house ostensibly 
to spend the morning in the woods 
or to climb about the bluffs. That 
was our usual means for working 
off our surplus energy. But the day 
before, we had carefully sneaked 
away our fishing poles and equip-
ment, what little there was, and had 
it all hidden out of sight. Our ren-
dezvous was the deep eddy along 
the creek below the house. There 
we met and proceeded at once with 
pole and line to the business of 
trying for the big ones.
   That was a red-letter day for us. 
In all my experience in later years 
at fishing, either in the Roubidoux 
creek or in the lakes of Minnesota, 
I never knew the fish to bite better 
than they did that day. Before we 
realized it we had fish enough to 
supply the whole neighborhood, 
and, nowhere to take them!! It just 
seemed that luck was with us, or 
was it against us! We didn’t dare 
to take the fish home. Finally the 
hired man who was helping Paris 
came to our rescue and offered to 

cook our fish if we would clean 
them and bring them to the shack. 
We did just that. There was fried 
fish piled in “mountains” on the 
table that day and by the time they 
were ready there were at least a 
dozen hungry boys there ready for 
them. I never tasted anything bet-
ter. Our folks did not catch on to 
what had taken place until the fish 
were all eaten. It was too late then, 
and as I recall it father never even 
scolded us.
   And I remember that the rain 
came down in torrents that day, be-
ginning about noon and continu-
ing all that afternoon. My brother 
Ansel had left a baited hook in the 
water while we were eating and 
during the rain. When he came for 
it later he found he had snagged 
one of the biggest black bass ever 
to be taken out of the Roubidoux. 
It was an exciting affair just to see 
him land it. Just another illustra-
tion of the good run at fishing that 
day. And neither could it be taken 
home!! After all we were a disgust-
ed bunch.
   As suggested before, my Grand-
father [Elijah J.] Christeson was 
one of the early pioneers in that 
part of Missouri. They lived on a 
big plantation in the valley just a 

half-mile above our place. Theirs 
was a big colonial-style house built 
of heavy logs, two stories high, for 
most of the building, the outstand-
ing home in the valley. Grandfather 
was blind, having lost his eyesight 
at the age of forty-two (he lived to 
be eighty-four).
   It used to be a great treat for me 
to go there for he always made 
much over me since I was one of 
the first grandchildren. And after I 
learned to read fairly well he would 
have me read to him by the hour 
from the weekly St. Louis paper, 
the Bible, or books of history that 
he had on hand. I believe that it 
was there that I cultivated a habit 
of reading that has stood me in 
good stead throughout the years. 
Grandfather had been a very active 
man throughout his younger days, 
having served both as a sheriff 
and as judge for the district then 
embracing most all of the southern 
Missouri, and even in his blindness 
he kept well-informed on matters 
of public importance and was quite 
an authority in that respect. He 
was lovingly called “Uncle Jord” by 
men everywhere and he could rec-
ognize a voice even though he had 
not heard it for years. Many the 
time I have heard him say, upon 
meeting an old friend, “Well, well, 
Bill, it’s been twenty years since I 
last saw you.”
   Back in those days people gen-
erally found expression for their 
social inclinations in the old-fash-
ioned picnic and the attendant ball 
games, the merry-go-round, the 
harangue of the political speak-
er, or the old square dance. Such 
picnics were held at various times 
during the summer, but more 
especially on such occasions as 
the Fourth of July, or during the 
hottest season of the year, when the 
lemonade stand could be made the 
center of attraction.
   But no picnic was complete with-
out the dance floor and the public 
square dance, a drawing card for all 
the young folks for miles around. 
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The floor was constructed of rough 
lumber, and was usually made large 
enough to accommodate two sets 
of dancers, and located in the shad-
iest part of the grove where the 
picnic was held. A raised platform 
was built along one side of the floor 
for the special use of the fiddlers, 
in order to protect them from the 
milling, pushing, perspiring crowd.
   By ten o’clock in the morning 
the fiddlers would begin to tune 
up, the callers would cry, “Git yore 
pardners,” and from then on to late 
in the afternoon and sometimes 
into the night could be heard the 
sawing of the fiddles, the stamping 
of feet, and the raucous voices of 
the callers. Those who didn’t dance 
crowded round to watch the antics 
of the gyrating, sweating swains as 
they responded to the best of the 
music and the “do-si-do” of the 
caller. We boys never danced, but I 
have watched them by the hour.
   The Merry-go-round was another 
center of attraction, especially for 
the children. But the older ones 
were not immune. I remember one 
old man who used to come early, 
buy a pocket full of tickets, and 
ride the merry-go-round all day, 
his only other diversion being now 
and then a glass of lemonade.
   There were not the outside influ-
ences then to attract our attention 
as young folks have today. There 
was nothing in the way of enter-
tainment, yet we had to find ways 
to work off some of our surplus 

energy and to account for the 
time on our hands. Sometimes in 
summer we boys found a peculiar 
diversion to occupy our time—that 
of destroying the nests of wasps, 
yellow-jackets, hornets, etc. There 
is a large black wasp common to 
the Ozarks that builds its nests in 
the buck brush, blackberry patch, 
along the fence rows, or inside the 
roofs of old buildings, the barns, 
etc. He is a vicious fighter and his 
sting is a bad one, dangerous to 
man and live stock alike. They are 
too plentiful there at times and 
have to be dealt with accordingly. 
On Sunday afternoons, or at other 
times when we were not otherwise 
busy, we would get together to fight 

these wasps. We’ve thrown many a 
stone at these nests, but usually at 
from what we thought a fairly safe 
distance, for no one was willing 
brazenly to risk the results of a 
sting.
   Sometimes we’d succeed in 
knocking down the nests with a 
stone, but more often we had to 
make an ignominious retreat with 
one or two of those wasps clinging 
to exposed parts and making good 
use of their stingers. Sometimes 
they would get into our hair or our 
clothing, and the consequences 
were very disturbing. I have been 
stung many times by those wasps, 
many of them being in these fights, 
but more often by accidental intru-

sion into their nests.
   Another feature that stands out in 
my mind during the early years was 
the old-fashioned singing school. 
There were two or three men in the 
neighborhood who knew a little of 
the rudiments of vocal music, or at 
least thought they knew, such men 
as Asher Humphrey, Bob Green, 
and others. These men at various 
times organized classes in music 
and conducted them in the school 
building, much as the public school 
classes were conducted, except that 
the class periods were given over 
to drills in the rudiments of music, 
singing the scale, etc.
   There was no voice culture—far 
from it!! There were the morning 
and the afternoon sessions and we 
all took our lunches and stayed 
all day. The old-fashioned “singin’ 
school” was one of the high-lights 
of our social activity. The term 
usually wound up with a party or 
a picnic of some kind out in the 
shady grove, with the class sharing 
in the entertainment.
   It was not long until I was big 
enough to work around the farm. 
There were many chores that I 
could do—carrying in wood, 
running errands, helping with the 
team, feeding the live-stock, etc. 
We never knew anything about 
gang plows, riding cultivators, and 
the like. Every foot of land had to 
be turned with an Oliver Chilled 
plow, and we walked behind to do 
it. Father started me in at an early 
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age. He would harness the horses 
and hitch them up for me, and 
then I would do a half-day’s plow-
ing without much difficulty.
   I learned to let the team drag the 
plow around the corners, and then 
I managed to get it started into the 
land right. Sometimes it seemed 
the day would never end, when I 
could unhitch the team and take 
that back to the barn and have a 
little rest for myself.
   Another thing that I learned early 
was to lay off the plowed land into 
straight rows, for planting purpos-
es. The corn had to be dropped 
by hand. Sometimes we would lay 
off the ground both ways so that 
the corn rows would be “checked” 
when the corn came up. There were 
no corn planters then. The corn 
had to be dropped carefully at the 

intersection of the rows laid off, 
and then was later covered  with 
a drag. As the corn came up and 
was big enough to plow, I used a 
double-shovel plow with one horse, 
driving twice between the rows to 
complete the cultivation. Later, of 
course, we had improvements on 
these methods, but that is my earli-
est recollection of farming.
   Now about this time, probably 
about 1894, an event occurred that 
changed the whole course of life for 
us. We had been at school one day, 
where other events related before 
had occurred, and had returned 
home about sundown. Ed Kerr, one 
of the neighbor boys, came over 
very much excited and told us that 
our schoolhouse was then burning 
down. No one knew how it started. 
Being a frame building, it burned 

rapidly and the loss was complete. 
Many rumors were started as to the 
cause of the fire. No reasons were 
found. For some reason the teacher 
himself was accused. It seemed, 
however, that he had a good alibi. 
I will say in passing that he later 
became one of our best citizens 
and held office of public trust very 
efficiently and very graciously. He 
was one of our best family friends. 
It was too bad that such an accusa-
tion was carelessly made.
   This incident must have occurred 
in the fall fairly early. I do not 
recall just when it happened. But it 
meant that we were to be deprived 
of schooling for most of a year 
and until a new building could be 
erected. It was about this time, too, 
that my only sister, Effie May, was 
born. She was to be the last addi-
tion to the family. There were now 
seven of us—father, mother, four 
boys and one girl living [parents 
James N. B. and Louisa Virginia, 
Ernest, twins Emir and Edwin, 
Ansel, and Effie]. Our old school 
district had always been too large, 
some of the pupils having to walk 
as far as three and a half miles to 
reach it. Now with the old building 
gone, there was a strong agitation 
to divide the district and set us off 
into the one newly formed. I recall 

that excitement ran high and that 
there was more “electioneering” 
done than in a general election. 
However, the new district was 
formed and the new schoolhouse 
erected about half a mile across the 
valley from our home on a plot of 
ground granted by my grandfather.
   That meant much to us who had 
walked so far these past years. And 
it was here that I did the remainder 
of my elementary school work. The 
building was located on a ridge in 
the bend of the creek and over-
looking the Roubidoux valley in 
three directions. And incidentally, 
it was in the midst of and overlook-
ing the Christeson homesteads. 
It was given the name of Cedar 
Hill. Our first teacher was a Miss 
Coral Porter, and I recall that she 
taught for the magnificent sum of 
$20.00 per month, and paid for her 
board and room out of that. In fact, 
the first three or four terms were 
taught there at that salary.  
   I can remember these dates and 
these events quite clearly, due in 
part to the big change that had tak-
en place, but more especially to the 
fact that it was a general election 
year and Bryan and McKinley were 
the candidates.
   We were all pretty evenly divid-
ed among the Republicans and 
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One of the covered wagons used by the Christesons to travel to Lebanon, 
Missouri, an overnight on the road trip, to hear an oration by William 
Jennings Bryan. Ernest would take a longer trip by wagon later. Courtesy of 
Mike Christeson.



the Democrats, some of us for 
Bryan, and some for McKinley. 
Of course, we got our ideas from 
the folks at home for we did little 
newspaper reading. Never was an 
election more hotly contested and 
fought over than that one there at 
that time in the Cedar Hill school. 
Many was the fight we had, some-
times pretty serious. But we man-
aged to remain good friends and 
to continue that way through the 
years. There were Perry Sparks, 
Harry Wallace, David Lewis, 
Orville Laughlin, and a number 
of others, besides the four in our 
own home, who in later years 
have still stood as loyally by other 
candidates and have become good 
citizens. I think also that the girls 
in school were just about as much 
excited over the election as were 
the boys. Within the past few years 
I have met again some of those old 
schoolmates and we have had a big 
laugh together over our political 
disagreements of years gone by.
   It was about this time, or shortly 
afterward, I do not recall the exact 
year, while William Jennings Bryan 
was still in the hey-day of his 
oratorical glory that he was sched-
uled to speak at Lebanon, some 
thirty miles from home. Our whole 
community was excited about it 
and came near to going en masse, 
except for a few rabid political 
opponents. It was arranged that 
we were to go—father and four of 
us boys, Uncle Lish and four of his 

boys, and several neighbor boys. 
We rigged up two covered wagons 
on the old prairie schooner order, 
packed in our bedding and food 
supplies, and set out for Lebanon 
at 4:00 a.m. on the day before the 
rally. It was a two-and-one-half day 
round trip, with two nights camp-
ing on the road, sleeping wherever 
we could throw down a blanket. I 
think that the excitement incident 
to the trip had more appeal for us 
than the fact that we were going 
to hear a great political orator, or 
to hear current political questions 

discussed.
   Mr. Bryan spoke in a shady grove 
just outside of Lebanon, in some 
of the region made famous by 
Harold Bell Wright in his stories 
of “The Shepherd of the Hills” and 
“The Calling of Dan Matthews.” 
He spoke literally to thousands 
who had come there about as we 
had come. I remember that I had 
a seat within a few feet of him as 
he spoke, and even though just 
kids, some of us were among the 
first to shake hands with him after 
the speech was over. Such are the 

glories of childhood experience. It 
was one of the hottest days I ever 
remember, but no one had a great-
er time that day than we did. After 
the speech was over we assembled 
our bunch and started the long 
drive home again, with another 
night in camp.
   One rather cool day, when my 
sister was probably three years old, 
I happened to be at home with 
mother. The others were all out, I 
do not recall where.
   There was a big cheery fire going 
in the fireplace to keep the room 
comfortable. Mother was sitting 
near the fire doing some sewing, 
and sister was playing about on 
and near the hearthstone. For 
some reason, I think to look after 
the chickens, I left the room and 
was gone for some time. When I 
returned I found mother in tears 
with my sister, Effie, very firm-
ly and protectingly grasped in 
her arms, and apparently for the 
moment unable to speak. For a 
moment I couldn’t realize what had 
happened, for mother didn’t say a 
word. But I saw at once that sis-
ter’s clothes were nearly all burned 
off and that most of her hair was 
burned away. She had come too 
near to the fire and her dress had 
caught, the flames almost envel-
oping her. Luckily, however, she 
was not badly burned. Mother had 
been able to smother the flames 
with some covering that happened 
to be near.
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   Our home associations were 
always of the most pleasant even as 
I recall them from earliest child-
hood. On long winter evenings 
we would sometimes sit for an 
hour or two around the supper 
table, after the meal was finished, 
in good-natured conversation and 
jest. The dishes were done later. Or 
we would at times gather round 
the open fireplace to eat popcorn 
popped over the live coals in the 
open fire. Sometimes Mother 
would make popcorn balls for us 
with the sorghum molasses which 
we always had on hand. Our most 
exciting games were Authors, 
Flinch, Checkers, Dominoes, etc.
   There were no musicians among 
us, yet we always had musical in-
struments around. We were never 
without two or three mouth-or-
gans, or French-Harps, as we called 
them. And there were always sev-
eral Jews-Harps lying around. As 
we grew older we acquired violins, 
banjos, guitars, etc. There must 
have been a medley of sound about 
our place at times when those in-
struments were in use!
   But we never learned to play 
more than the common mountain 
tunes, folk-songs, etc., by ear, and 
to make a pretty good imitation 
of some of the old fiddlers of the 
neighborhood. I have played the 
French-Harp for several old square 
dances when no “fiddle” player was 
available.
   The conditions under which we 
grew up were entirely different 
from those of today. There were, 
of course, no picture shows, no 
automobiles, no road houses, in 
fact, there were no telephones 
among us, and we were out in the 
great open spaces. We did not find 
our pastime in riding horseback, 
for that was part of our daily life. 
In fact, our only means of travel 
was on horseback. We found our 
amusement in hunting, fishing, or 
in climbing about over the bluffs 
along the course of the creek on 
which we lived. Some of these ex-

periences frequently led to excite-
ment greater than we anticipated. 
Ours was a pioneer experience.  
   As a boy on the farm I was 
accustomed to hard knocks, and I 
believe that when we were about 
ten to fifteen years old there was no 
risk of which any of us was really 
afraid. I sometimes wonder how 
we ever managed to survive at all.  
   With no intent whatever to 
burden the reader, I want to relate 
some of my childhood experienc-
es. They were real to me and may 
be interesting to those who like 
adventure.  
   Our great outdoor sport, both 
night and day, was hunting. There 
was to be found a plentiful supply 
of ‘possum, ‘coon, skunk, wild tur-
key, etc. We would take a lantern, if 
on a dark night, or if the moon was 
shining go without a lantern, and 
with the dogs hunt the fields or the 
ravines along the creek. Usually if 
the dogs gave chase to an opossum 
he would climb a convenient tree 
to get away from them.  
   Sometimes the tree wasn’t so 
small. Then the dogs would set up 
a howl and we would know that 
they had “treed”. Upon locating the 

dogs, one of us would climb into 
the branches to shake the varmint 
out. I have done this a good many 
times.  
   One night that I recall quite viv-
idly, the dogs treed in a fair-sized 
chinquapin at the foot of a 100-foot 
limestone cliff. It was a very dark 
night, but I agreed to climb the 
tree into the dark. The other boys 
were to set fire to a bunch of wild 
grass growing in the side of the 
cliff, when I gave the signal. That 
was to be done so that I would be 
able to locate the animal. When I 
had climbed some distance into the 
branches, I told the boys to light 
the grass. The flame flared up light-
ing the whole upper part of the 
tree, and as I looked up I saw there 
within six feet of me and coming 
off one of the branches the biggest 
bobcat that I ever saw. Or, at least, 
he looked that big to me!!  
   His hair stood straight up! And 
so did mine! It was no time for 
argument. I simply let all holds 
go and slid down that tree so fast 
that I took most of the loose bark 
along with me, to say nothing of 
what it did to my skin on the way 
down. The boys on the ground 

didn’t know what was happening. It 
is hard to say which was the more 
scared, the cat or myself. How-
ever, the cat ran out on another 
big branch, sprang down the cliff, 
eluded the dogs and made a clean 
get-away. That spoiled the fun for 
the rest of the hunt.  
   Another time we were out on a 
very dark night and I was carrying 
the lantern. The dogs got onto the 
trail of a skunk and after beating 
through the brush for a time finally 
caught up with him and had him 
surrounded in the lee of a large 
burr-oak log that had fallen in 
the brush. At first the skunk was 
content to stay in its sheltered 
place, and ward off each attempt of 
the dogs to reach him. But when I 
walked up with the lantern, seemed 
to be attracted by the light and 
started directly for where I stood. I 
was so badly scared that I couldn’t 
move, but stood there rooted to the 
spot as if I were almost paralyzed, 
until that skunk came within reach 
of me. Then I seemed to come to 
myself and I kicked with all my 
might, almost in desperation, with 
my heavy metal-toed boots. That 
was the end for Mr. Skunk for he 
landed right in the middle of the 
pack of dogs and they soon made 
short work of him. But it wasn’t 
the end for me!! I had to be seg-
regated from the rest of the boys 
for a week, and to bury all my old 
clothes deep in the ground and 
away from the house.  
   I recall quite vividly one of the 
deepest disappointments I ever felt. 
It was one evening just before dark, 
and I had run into a bunch of wild 
turkeys going to roost and they had 
not discovered me.  
   It was about two miles back in 
the hills from home and there 
was about a foot of snow on the 
ground. I crawled out like a snake 
across the top of the hill for about 
two hundred yards, in that deep 
snow, to get close enough for a 
shot. That brought me up within 
good shooting range of a big gob-
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bler roosting high in the oak tree. I 
did my best to draw a bead on him, 
but by this time in the excitement 
had developed such a case of “buck 
fever” that I couldn’t hold the gun 
still. Only those who have found a 
similar experience can appreciate 
my predicament. However, I blazed 
away in his general direction. I 
think I must have missed that tur-
key by several feet and I watched 
him fly away into the darkness. It 
was after dark when I trailed in 
home that night like a whipped 
pup, ashamed to tell of my expe-
rience, for with us it was almost a 
disgrace to miss a shot like that.  
   When I was a boy, wild turkeys 
were plentiful. I’ve seen them in 
flocks of near a hundred at a time 
come into the back fields to feed 
on the corn. In fact, the first wild 
turkey that I ever killed was in our 
own back lot where they had come 
in unnoticed, attracted there evi-
dently by our own domestic fowl. 
Then habitations were scattered 
and there were many square miles 
of unoccupied land where wild 
life flourished. But in the fall the 
wild turkey would come into the 
fields to feed. A common method 
for trapping him, for there were 
no legal restrictions then, was to 
construct a large log pen in some 
of these back fields and to entice 
the birds into that. That sounds 
“goofy”, eh? But it was real. I have 
seen it done and have helped to 
construct the trap and to make the 

catch. A wild turkey has some pe-
culiarities that when once known 
help to cause his downfall. Witness 
how it was done.  
   A large pen probably eight by 
twelve feet or more, and four or 
five feet tall was erected in the 
desired location. And it was com-
pletely covered over the top with 
logs so that a bird could not get 
through. A ditch or trench was 
then dug under one end of the pen 
about two feet deep, two feet wide, 
and beginning several feet outside 
the pen. This trench was made to 
end in the center of the pen on the 
inside. On the inside of the pen 
a platform of logs was laid across 
most of the ditch or trench allow-
ing only a small portion uncovered. 
Handfuls of shelled corn would 
then be thrown about the pen, into 
the trench, and all the way in to the 
opening inside the pen. The unsus-
pecting turkey would quite readily 
follow the line of feed, with his 
head down, until he emerged from 
under the platform into the interi-
or of the pen. Once inside he could 
never think to lower his head to 
go out the way he came in. Some-
times as many as a dozen might be 
trapped at one time.  
   One time one of my aunts, Uncle 
George’s wife, came down to in-
spect the trap that we had built and 
found some half-dozen or more 
big turkey gobblers inside. Think-
ing to surprise her husband with a 
turkey dinner, she crawled inside 

to take one of the gobblers. But in 
their wild state, and frightened as 
they were, those big birds came 
near mauling her to death. Had it 
not been for a hired man who was 
working in an adjoining field and 
who heard her screams, she prob-
ably would not have been taken 
out alive. There is nothing much 
more dangerous than a bunch of 
these wild turkeys when they are 
alarmed and confined in a space 
like that just described. But a great 
change has come over that part of 
the country in the past years. Those 
great birds have all disappeared, 
and for that region gone the way of 
the deer, the wild pigeon, etc.  
   One day my brother Ed and I 
were prowling around the top of 
the cliffs overlooking the valley 
when we came upon a large hole 
or cave extending many feet back 
into the hill. It had been previously 
pointed out to us as an old bear 
den. We had been there before, 
but today, with adventure in our 
system to the “nth” degree, we got 
down on our hands and knees and 
crawled back into the hole some 
fifteen or twenty feet. It was quite 
dark in there, just enough light 
that we could see the outline of 
each other as we looked about. We 
came to an enlarged space where 
we could sit up and look about us. 
Pack rats and other animals for 
years past had carried in sticks and 
leaves until the place was lined 
with that material thick enough to 

make a good bed. And it was as dry 
as tinder. One of us dared the other 
to set a lighted match to the rub-
bish, which was done with never a 
thought of the consequences. And 
why we thought of such a thing 
only a reckless boy might explain.  
   The stuff burned almost like pow-
der, and we found ourselves envel-
oped in flame and almost suffocat-
ed by smoke. We realized our error 
and then began a fight for life. How 
we got out I never knew. We finally 
succeeded in stifling the blaze, and 
then crawled out of the hole a very 
badly scared pair of boys. The good 
Lord must have been looking after 
us again that day as He must have 
done on numerous occasions. No 
one knew where we were nor what 
direction we had taken. We might 
not have been found to this day for 
the spot is almost inaccessible, and 
very few even knew of its existence.  
   This story could hardly be com-
plete without further mention of 
the creek near the house. Some-
times it would flood the valley 
from hill to hill and destroy every-
thing in its way. The current was 
terrific. The survey for that section 
showed that the stream had a fall of 
sixty feet to the mile.  
   It had cut into the banks near our 
place until sometimes they were as 
much as twenty feet high, or more. 
One day when the flood was at its 
highest, my brother Emir, then five 
or six years old, disappeared from 
the house. We searched frantical-
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ly for him, and mother was very 
badly excited, knowing the stream 
to be so close and so dangerous. 
When we found him he was down 
at the creek sitting on the brink 

of one of those high clay banks, 
calmly dangling his bare feet just 
above twenty feet of angry swirling 
muddy water. How he got there 
without falling into the stream 

was a mystery.  
   But when the creek was low 
it gave us every opportunity for 
peace, quiet enjoyment, and con-
tentment. We fished in every one of 
its eddying pools, sometimes with 
the net, but more often with hook 
and line. It was said of us that we 
knew the hiding place of every fish 
in the stream. We knew the deep 
eddies and the best places to swim.  
   All the boys of the neighborhood 
would sometimes gather and spend 
hours in the water. Sometimes in 
the late fall, or in the winter time, 
wild ducks on their way south, or 
else later on their way back north 
again would stop in the sheltered 
places, and even feed from the 
cornfields, so that we had oppor-
tunities for shooting that could 
not be improved in other locali-
ties. My father shot a wild goose 
at one of these times, and had his 
collar-bone broken by the recoil of 
the gun. He was laid up for most of 
the winter. The hired man was so 
excited that he said, “Jimmie shot a 
wild goose and it kicked him.”  
     As we grew older there was 
quite an aggregation of the 
Christeson family. At one time 
someone suggested that a team of 
Christesons be organized for base-
ball, and even dared us to do it. The 
team was organized and for about 
two years we kept it going and were 
able to win over a major number of 
our opponents.  
   That team were myself and my 

two brothers, Ed and Emir; two of 
Uncle Lish’s boys, Alf and Dolf; two 
from Uncle Tom’s family, Albert 
and Paris; Uncle Bill Christeson, 
and a distant relative, Matt 
Christeson.  
   Our farm, though large enough 
to support a good-sized family, did 
not offer sufficient inducement for 
all of us to stay at home. So, when 
I was about eighteen years old I 
hired out for a summer’s work with 
one of my uncles. I had always 
been told not to risk my fortune 
with any of my relatives, neverthe-
less this gave me an opportunity 
for something to do. Never in my 
lifetime experiences have I worked 
harder or longer than I did there, 
sixteen hours a day, rain or shine. I 
was to receive the princely sum of 
fifty cents a day, the customary rate 
of pay at that time. With a cousin, 
Clifford French, (deceased March 
15, 1944), now a Methodist min-
ister, I spent one whole summer 
season on that farm.  
   Our labor covered everything in 
the category of farm work, in-
cluding milking the cows after the 
other work was done. That was in 
about 1902 or 1903.  
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Ernest probably had experience cutting hay and filling his uncle’s hayloft in 
his 18th summer for the “princely sum of fifty cents a day.” Photograph by 
Edd Ingram, courtesy of the Kohensky Family.

We extend our appreciation to 
Mike Christeson of Little Rock, 
Arkansas for sharing Ernest’s 
autobiography and family photo-
graphs with us. Part II of the rem-
iniscence will appear in the next 
issue of the Old Settlers Gazette. 

The Family of Cyrus Christeson
ca. 1900

Front row (l-r): Cora Ethel, Cyrus, 
Charles H, Permila, and Fannie 
Edith.
Back row (l-r): Fred R., Alfred C., 
and Dolph.

   Twins Alfred and Dolph, two 
years younger than Ernest, were 
companions at school and on 
neighborhood adventures.

Courtesy of Mike Christeson.


