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A Whisper to the Reader 

The book begins with a theft.  I am stealing the title for this introduction from 

Mark Twain, but old Sam Clemens knew what he was doing, and anyway, writers 

ordinarily write an ñIntroductionò or ñPrefaceò or ñPrologue,ò but the reader looks at 

those words and his mind shuts down.  ñBored before he even beginsò is not the kind of 

reader for whom Iôm writing.  My aim is to relate true-to-life episodes in the life of my 

father, Donald Andrew Hines, known to friends and family as Don or Dad or Daddy, 

Grandpa or Uncle Donald or Shorty.  There were other names as well, but this historical 

novel is aimed for family reading.  Therefore, the reader must use his imagination for 

details of the times when Donald ñwould turn the air blueò as Mother put it.  Part of this 

book is local history, a neglected aspect of textbook history that needs to be addressed 

and honored.  History is more than battles and wars and generals.  So for lack of a more 

realistic, modest term ñhistorical novelò will have to do.  Along the way I intend to do my 

best about proper grammar since I was an English teacher.  There is a certain professional 

reputation people expect one to maintain.  My primary objective, however, is to tell part 

of the whole truth as far as it is possible.   

 

This first section is important to prepare you for the epilogue ï not as original a 

term as Twainôs clever opening, but a way to wrap it up from my own perspective and let 

you know the book ends even as life goes on.  Dad lived over thirty years before I was 

around to observe, but stories hover over Boone and Hendricks Counties like a flat land 



 4 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

fog.  People talk, especially colorful people like Aunt Mozella, his sister who lived just 

beyond the southwest corner of the farm.  She insisted that scandal and gossip were 

irresistibly delicious, and she admitted that she never closed her ears to a good story.  

Some of her comments were troubling.  If I left out some of the darker tales of Dadôs life, 

itôs because lifeôs hard enough.  He got through a long life and did many good deeds, so 

whatever his sister meant when she hinted that ñDonald wasnôt fair to his brother Walterò 

or ñdidnôt do enough to help his familyò it will go unexplained.  If for no other reason 

than I didnôt always understand what Aunt M meant, Iôll leave most of the heart-rending 

stories and depressing anecdotes for someone else to dig up and write down.  There are 

more than enough of those sad tales included as it stands.   Melancholy memories 

haunting central Indiana could fill many more books.  Although B.B. insists on remaining 

anonymous, I must thank this generous poet and good friend. 

 

There is an old photograph of Dad and his mother, father, brother, and sisters that 

could serve as the cover of this book, if itôs ever bound.  Donald is grinning from ear to 

ear, he and his brother Walter looking bright and hopeful.  His sisters are beautiful.  His 

parents already look care-worn and discouraged.  Donald must be twelve or thirteen, full 

of eager anticipation, ready to tackle life.  The contrast between this young, brave boy 

and the opening scene I had planned when I first thought Iôd start in the middle of his 

final years was too painful.  At first it seemed to make sense to begin with the final four 

years when I took care of my father, seeing first hand how devastating dementia is.  An 

opening scene ñin the middle of thingsò is considered a good technique after all, but the 

pain was too recent.  I figured Iôd better start at the beginning. 
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Since this is just a whisper, however, Iôll open with one recent scene.  Dad is in a 

fury, refusing to wear a seat belt, grabbing for the steering wheel as Iôm driving east to 

Lizton so he can keep his appointment with Dr. Stopperich, his fine young doctor at 

Hendricks Regional clinic south of Lizton on Hwy #39.  Dad is still, at 97, amazingly 

strong, and he jerks the wheel, causing the Dodge to swerve.  I pull over and manage to 

put him into the back seat with his dog Molly.  I make sure the window is rolled down 

halfway so Molly can stick her nose out to enjoy the passing scenery.  Somehow I 

navigate the car to the middle of Lizton without wrecking anything. We turn right at the 

flashing red light and head south.  Dad doesnôt appear to know who I am, but he is 

fighting an adversary of some kind.  Good dog Molly is seemingly untroubled, now 

curled up in the back seat corner of the Dodge, waiting for us to do whatever humans 

have to do.  When we take the right turn into the clinic parking lot, Dad is still angry and 

refuses to go into the clinic with me.  Kathy, the patient nurse, and Dr. Stopperich himself 

come out and talk to him quietly, helping him into the office where Popeye cartoons 

bring him back to someplace he remembers.  The doctor and nurse calm him, bring him 

directly into a private room down the hall, and Dad sits beside me, seeing a dark grey 

object, as he once described macular degeneration, and hearing paranoid nonsense.  How 

does a boy, a man, get from 1908 to 2007?  Why must the journey be filled with potholes 

and washed out bridges?   Donôt ask me.  All I can do is tell the stories and try to 

reconstruct the times.  If Dadôs story is entertaining, good.  If it is instructive, great.  If it 

is sad, well, thatôs life, isnôt it? 
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Cut Across, Shorty 

- Jo Hayes 

 

B.B. ï author of verses 

 

Chapter 1  

Convergence 

   

 Since giant GM formed in 1908, one hundred years have gone. 

 Little Donald was born on that Christmas Eve too, only hours before the dawn. 

   

 While Donald could seldom, if ever, do right; Brother Walter could seldom do wrong. 

 A kick in the head marred Donôs hearing, but nothing could stop one so strong. 
   

 Two sisters then tutored Don's speaking and helped him with reading as well. 
 When Don entered first grade, but for hearing, he was doing remarkably swell. 

 

* * *  
 

 On a snowy Christmas Eve in 1908 a boy was born on a small farm in the middle 

of Indiana to a pioneer couple who already had two daughters.  This was the same year 

that American ingenuity gave birth to General Motors up north in Flint, Michigan. 

Although the boy had no way of knowing that his birth and the birth of GM would have 

convergence, the year 1908 was significant for both.  Had the boy or GM known of the 

unanticipated hazards that lay ahead, neither would likely have risked the illusory ups and 

perilous downs of entrepreneurship, but as both were ignorant of unpredictable pitfalls in 

the future, they launched into life with high hopes - and eventually converged.   
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  Ora, the boyôs father, delayed going for the doctor because a fierce blizzard was 

raging.  The young motherôs sharp cries and urgent orders to go fetch the doctor finally 

forced her husband out the door.  When the stolid father hitched up the horse and made it 

through sharp driving sleet to the doctorôs house, however, the doctor wasnôt home. A 

hand-written note tacked to the front door announced: GONE TO ED BEAMS.  The 

young father grumbled under his breath, climbed back into the buggy, fighting the angry 

wind.  He slapped the reins and off they went back down the snowy country road, blinded 

by the sleet. When he rounded the curve before Beamsô homestead, he heard the revelry 

and saw the lights.  Music and laughter met him as he prodded his horse up the long 

drive.   The boyôs birth had interrupted a lively Christmas Eve party attended by the local 

doctor, who reluctantly went out into the blizzard with the babyôs father, who urged him 

to get a move on and attend to the birth.  

 

Doc Kernodle was a fun-loving and hard-drinking medical practitioner.  Gossips 

sometimes wondered if his partying might interfere with his doctoring, but he was the 

only country doctor available for miles around.  Ora stomped through the heavy snow to 

his rig, climbed into the wagon and indicated with a nod of his head that Doc K should 

follow him.  The doctor, laughing into the icy snowfall, stumbled as he climbed into his 

buggy and shouted to Ora, ñMerry Christmas, Ory.  Lead the way!ò  Ora thought wryly 

that the doctor at least wasnôt feeling the cold mix of snow and sleet, probably wasnôt 

feeling a thing.  He thought about his wife Dora and had anxious pangs of frustration at 

the delay.  He urged the horse, who knew the way home by heart, to put on the speed.  

Never favoring the whip on his horses, Ora shouted, ñStep on it, Dolly.  Oats a waitinô in 
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the warm barn.ò  The horse took off for home.  Dolly galloped with agile grace around 

the end post at the entrance to the Hines farm, but Doc Kernodle, trying to keep up, felt 

his rig swaying and tipping as his horse nearly missed the driveway on the left.  The 

horse reared as Doc tried to rein him into a left turn.  The brougham, Docôs pride and joy, 

tipped over, spilling the doctor into a deep snowdrift.  Sobered by the shock of the wet 

snow, Doc K groaned and tried to stand upright.  He fell back into the drift and lay there 

as Ora came over with his hand out to help him up.  Docôs horse, shivering with fear and 

the cold, hadnôt moved.  The men trudged through the sleet and snow to the front porch 

of the old farm house and entered the front door to the hearty cries of a newborn baby. 

 

The boy had no need of the doctor, having made his entrance unaided, but the 

mother was grateful for Dr. Kernodleôs arrival.  The father was skeptical and resented the 

doctorôs bill since the doctor was clearly three sheets to the wind.  They named the baby 

Donald Andrew.  He was a Hines with strong elements of the Pratt Clan: enough to give a 

genealogical forecaster a professional headache.   In spite of the difficulties, Donald 

survived and eventually thrived.   His parents, Ora and Dora, were thrilled to have a son 

at last.  He also claimed to remember that night in 1908. 

 

 Donaldôs two sisters, Goldia and Mozella, were fascinated with their new brother. 

They willingly assumed the motherly chores, leaving their mother Dora free to tend to the 

endless work of the family and farm. One might say the capable sisters brought him up 

double-handedly, leaving their mother to clean house, do laundry, cook, make soap, tend 

to the garden, and can beans, tomatoes, peaches, and cherries.  Consequently, Donald was 
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in awe of his competent sisters, who trained Donald to ride in their red wagon and 

tolerate ï even expect - incessant babying.  The girls would try to teach Donald to speak 

actual words, but he only made high-pitched sounds and pointed. 

 

 ñMom, why is Donald so slow to talk?ò Goldia would ask. 

 

 ñNow, Goldie, heôll talk when he has something worth saying.  Donôt bother me.ò   

 

 This satisfied Goldia, but Mozella was determined to help her little brother grow 

up smart.  ñCome on, Donald; say óappleô and you can have a bite.ò  Mozella was sure 

this clever ruse would work, but Donald merely crawled away, looking for adventure.  

The sisters tried to scare him into talking.  ñDonald, if you donôt learn to say óMomma,ô 

she wonôt love you anymore.ò  Mozella was the persistent one: ñDonald, if you donôt try 

to say óhorse,ô you wonôt grow up to be tall.  She would hold his cheeks in her palms 

breathing ñhuh, huh, huh, aw, aw, aw, rse,ò hoping he would get the idea, but he only 

laughed and got away from them. 

 

 Donald soon learned to walk, then run, but he still wouldnôt try to speak.  The 

sisters, both articulate and bright, took it as a personal challenge that their little brother 

was so slow to grasp and use language.  ñWhat can this mean?  Could our brother be 

retarded?ò one sister asked the other. This possibility horrified the two bright girls.    

ñNo, of course not, intelligence runs in the Hines family,ò the other replied confidently.  



 10 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

Then they redoubled their efforts, offering a cookie if he would only say ócookieô or 

holding out a daisy: ñSay óflower,ô Donaldò but to no avail.  The sisters were perplexed. 

 

  After two years had passed, Donald was toddling about, stumbling over rocks, 

and picking himself up, but he still was not talking.  The two sisters relished showing 

young Donald how to climb over the fruit cellar, an underground storage room that 

formed a hump of sod in back of the farmhouse.  Donald seemed to enjoy getting dirty.  

Heôd wander towards the barn, drawn to the animals.  The pigs delighted him with their 

playful, noisy good humor.  The cows had a quiet, contented demeanor that calmed 

Donaldôs naturally nervous nature. Their dog Sarge suffered Donaldôs rough, clumsy 

love.  The collie lay contentedly while Donald climbed over him and took comfort in his 

thick fur. His favorite, though, was the magnificent Belgian, Old Jim, the huge, tireless 

draft horse that worked in tandem with the big mare Nellie to pull the plow, cultivator, 

rake and planter.  Donald crowed with delight when his father lifted him high and put 

him onto the gentle Belgian for a ride.  Donald was king of his world.  He never wanted 

to come back down to earth, and he protested loudly when his father lifted him up, over, 

and, alas, back down. 

 

A Midwestern farm is a wonderland of forested hiding places, buttercup carpets, 

and sycamore sentinels.  Goldia and Mozella had built a tree house in an old oak tree 

behind the barn where they took their treasures: pretty rocks, mysterious arrowheads, 

wildflowers, and cocklebur furniture.  The cocklebur weeds had stickery balls with purple 

flowers that offered endless possibilities for dollhouse furniture.  They gathered bags of 
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cockleburs to take up into the tree house, where theyôd sit cross-legged for hours making 

purple-upholstered chairs, sofas, and other tiny objects for their miniature kingdom.  One 

sunny afternoon their mother Dora taught the girls how to make hollyhock dolls. ñYou 

see, Goldie,ò Dora said, ñPick the flower from the stem, turn it over, and you have your 

dollôs skirt.ò Their mother continued: ñTry this, Mozell.  Cup a second smaller flower 

over her head, and you have a fancy headpiece fit for a princess.  See, she even has eyes.ò  

Entranced, the sisters made hollyhock dolls all afternoon, taking the best up to their tree 

house for a royal ball in the evening.   

 

 Donald had little use for hollyhock dolls but loved to look for fun and adventure 

outdoors.  Children who have freedom and opportunity to explore a farm are the blessed 

of the Earth.  Donald and his sisters roamed over the fields, through the woods, and up to 

the rounded hill that their father called The Indian Mound.  After supper theyôd beg their 

father to tell them tales of Indian battles and stories of Iroquois tribal customs.  Ora told 

them tales of tribal warfare and explained how the young braves would earn honor by 

counting coup, a daring maneuver to find a way to touch your enemy without hurting 

him.  He showed them how to use flint to make a weapon.  They found arrowheads 

galore, each one representing a brave warrior.  Donaldôs favorite Indian tale was about 

the dogs who saved their master, a story about a faithful, brave dog and his mates who 

killed a monster that was threatening their Indian companion.  Donald especially liked the 

very brave dog who talked, but when the valiant dog died suffering grievous injuries at 

the end of this graphic legend, Donald grew silent and sober.  Tears filled his eyes.  They 

knew he understood the story.  Why wouldnôt he talk?  Mozella was certain her brother 



 12 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

was just stubborn and contrary.    The children loved playing in the yard under the 

enormous oak tree with the swing hanging from the lowest branch.  They pushed Donald 

in the swing, higher and higher, hoping heôd beg them to stop.  Instead of calling out 

ñSTOP,ò Donald fell out of the swing onto his head.  This accident seemed to Mozella to 

be a premonition. Her little brother had an alarming predilection for falling out of, getting 

hit by, and running into things.  He picked himself up, looked around, and went about his 

business, unharmed at least for the moment.   

 

 When Donald was two and a half, his brother Walter was born, complicating 

Donaldôs life but giving him at last a reason to say something important.  Gazing in 

wonder at this new miraculous creature, Donald looked straight into his sisterôs eyes and 

said, ñB-b-b-brotherò; it was a triumphant but alarming moment.  His sister said, 

ñDonald, repeat after me: BROTHER.ò  Again, Donald said, ñB-b-b-brother!ò  His sister 

tried again; maybe something easier would be better.  ñDonald, say BABY.ò  Little 

Donald repeated, ñB-b-b-baby.ò  Mozella didnôt know whether to laugh or cry.  ñMom, 

come quick, Donald is talking!ò  Donaldôs mother, Dora, dried her hands on her apron, 

came over, smiled at him and said, ñSay óMomma,ô Donald.ò  Donald obediently said 

ñM-m-m-m-momma.ò  He smiled ecstatically.  Doraôs smile faded. ñNo, Donald, say 

óMommaô; now do it right.ò  Donaldôs face fell, then contorted.  ñM-m-m-momma!ò  His 

mother frowned and returned to her work.    Donald took refuge in their big, furry collie, 

put his arms around the dogôs neck and contemplated his own flawed existence. 
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 Unfortunately, Donaldôs parents subscribed to the popular method of child 

rearing neatly summed up in the biblical warning: ñSpare the rod and spoil the child.ò 

When Donald tried to stammer out a word, he would suffer a swat or a severe look of 

disapproval.  His world grew dark and oppressive.  His persistent sisters continued to try 

to teach him the ñrightò way to speak, but he became morose and solemn. He tried so 

hard to please everybody, but it never seemed to work.   ñL-l-l-leave m-me alone,ò 

Donald said more and more frequently.  Making his situation worse, his kid brother 

Walter was learning to talk quickly.  Walter was cheerful, genial and easy-going.  He 

spoke precisely and developed a natural wit early on.  Everyone loved little Walter.  

ñLook, Donald, isnôt Walter cute?  He likes to talk to us.ò  Donaldôs refuge was good old 

Sarge, their ancient collie.  Heôd sit and hug Sarge, patting his head and combing his 

thick, tawny coat with his hand.   

 

When Walter was still a toddler, their parents had to go away on a business 

errand, so they decided the older children were competent to watch him until they 

returned.  Goldie, Mozell, and Donald loved to play rowdy games, and all Walter did was 

sleep, so Goldie looked around for a safe place for Walter to sleep, out of the way of their 

tumbling and chasing.  She and Mozell found a hollow stump where they calculated he 

would be safe.  They carefully placed him in the stump wrapped in a blanket.  Off they 

went, playing follow-the-leader, stick ball, and games that led them further and further 

away from Walter.  When their parents returned and asked how Walter was doing, they 

looked bewildered.  None of the children could remember where they had put Walter.  

The search was on.  Ora and Dora looked high and low.  Walter was nowhere to be 
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found.   Fear gripped their hearts.  They decided he must have wandered off and gone to a 

neighborôs house, so they rode over to Coveyôs to check there.  Walter had not been seen 

there, but Mr. and Mrs. Covey volunteered to help look for Walter.  They scoured the 

neighborhood until dusk descended, and Dora was in a state of panic.  Suddenly, they 

heard a faint wail, a distant crying, and they followed the sound to the stump, where 

young Walter was just waking up, wondering what had happened to leave him all alone 

in an empty world.  Donald took the blame.  After all he was Walterôs big brother. 

 

Toilet training was a nightmare.  Donald couldnôt control the appropriate muscles, 

and his parents were growing frustrated and angry.  Heôd have to sit on the pot for hours 

before bedtime, contemplating his sorry weaknesses, bored insensible.  When he had a 

certain amount of success, heôd still wake up on a wet sheet, his mother frantic, his father 

full of the wrath of a helpless parent.  Too often Ora would resort to spanking his son and 

make Donald take his wet bedclothes down to his mother, where she would scold him 

again and despair of her older sonôs basic life skills.  ñWhat am I going to do with you, 

Son?ò  Donald had no answer for that.  One morning Donald slept late.  When Dora went 

in to see why he wasnôt up yet, she found the sheets dry.  When she shook Donald, he 

opened his eyes, smiled, and she noticed a bulge in his pajama bottoms.  He had stuffed a 

towel into his pajama pants.   

 

Donald, his sisters, and his sunny brother Walter loved to play lively games: hide 

and seek, take a dare, red rover, and their favorite way to pass the long, gray winter days 

indoors: chickamee, chickamee, craymee crow.  This rowdy game involved chasing each 
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other around a stationary object, trying to grab the one in front and pull the leader down.  

Laughing riotously, the four children dashed around the red-hot parlor stove.  Walter 

called out, ñCatch me, Catch me!ò  Donald stumbled and fell into hot coals, burning both 

hands and causing considerable chaos and consternation.  ñDonald, why canôt you stay 

out of trouble?ò his mother asked.  She favored home remedies, but the lard applied to the 

burn seemed to make the pain worse.  She and her husband Ora felt they couldnôt afford 

expensive trips to the doctorôs office, so minor accidents were treated with questionable 

salves and unreliable, home-grown cures.  Donaldôs skin never healed properly, and his 

stuttering grew worse. 

 

Donaldôs father tried desperately to teach him useful skills and a respect for hard 

work, but the harder Donald tried to please his dad, the worse he bungled the job heôd 

been given.  Ora would carefully show Donald how to hoe beans, but invariably Donald 

would dig up the healthiest bean vines and overlook the worst weeds.  His father grew 

more and more impatient with the boy: ñDonald, yer talent for work is pitiful.  I donôt 

know what weôre goinô to do with a lazy, good-fer-nuthinô boy like you. Yôer a disgrace 

to the family.ò  Donald, hanging his head, longed for freedom from this constant criticism 

and his parentsô hopeless expectations.  He envied Walter, who couldnôt do anything 

wrong and never failed to amuse and delight.   

 

 One afternoon their Uncle Hobart had been visiting and left behind a pack 

of cigarettes.  Donald found them and surreptitiously slipped the pack into his pocket.  

Seeing Walter coming through the back screen door, Donald signaled to his brother: 
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ñPsst, W-W-Walter, l-l-look what I f-found.ò  Donald proudly showed Walter the 

forbidden prize and motioned for him to follow him out to the barn.  The two boys 

sneaked through the barn and found a secluded spot behind a haystack.  Donald tapped 

the cigarette pack expertly on his fist the way heôd seen Uncle Hobart do it, knocking a 

cigarette out onto the ground.  Walter picked it up warily.  Donald tapped the pack again 

and put a cigarette into his mouth, glancing at Walter to make sure his younger brother 

was properly impressed.  ñSee, W-Walter, h-h-hold it b-between your t-t-teeth like this.ò  

Donald had also remembered to bring matches he had filched from the kitchen.  He found 

a rock and struck the match, holding the flame against the end of the cigarette, trying to 

suck the air in the way heôd seen Uncle Hobart do it.  Dropping the match into the hay, he 

struck another one to light Walterôs cigarette.  Failing again, Donald tried again, dropping 

the failed match into the hay and striking another match and holding the flame close to 

Walterôs cigarette while his burned in his other hand.  At last both boys were puffing and 

coughing, while smoke curled beneath them in the haystack.   

 

Around the corner their father suddenly appeared, looming like an Old Testament 

patriarch.  He shouted, ñAre ye boys crazy?  Yeôll set the barn on fire.ò  Ora snatched a 

bucket from the cattle tank, dipped it into the water and threw it onto the hay, soaking 

both boys in the bargain.  ñSo, you wise guys think ye need to learn to smoke, do ye?ò  

Ora dragged both boys into the house, where he dug out two cigars from his box.  He 

gave one to Donald and the other to Walter.  ñNow, boys, ye want to look like men?  

Smoke these.ò  Ora took the boys out to the porch, gave them each a chair and lit the 

cigars.  A mighty fit of coughing and choking ensued as Donald sucked in air.  Walter, 
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more timid, couldnôt keep his cigar lit, but Ora obliged, lit it again, and instructed both 

boys: ñNow, yeôre to smoke those stogies until thereôs nothinô left but a stub.ò  Donald 

looked forlornly at Walter, who was trying mightily to look nonchalant.  They were 

feeling fortunate that their Dad hadnôt given them a whipping, but soon Donald realized a 

whipping would have been getting off easy.  He said to Walter, ñI f-f-feel sick.ò   Walter 

too was turning a pale shade of green, but their father came around periodically to check 

on their progress: ñNow, Boys, smoke those cigars like men. Keep at it.ò  That evening 

Donald and Walter were in bed early.  Neither boy wanted supper.  Deathly ill, they 

vowed never to touch demon tobacco again.   They never did. 

 

The boys loved the work horses their father prized.  They would beg to be 

allowed to brush and curry their coats.  Ora let Donald, who was older, feed the huge 

Belgian beasts and give them water.  He warned the boys never to get behind the horses, 

but late one afternoon Donald was daydreaming while he hung around Old Jim, his 

fatherôs favorite.  As Donald finished his chores, he became curious at a rustling sound in 

the hay at the horseôs feet.  Crawling to investigate, Donald startled Old Jim, who kicked 

his back leg, smashing into Donaldôs head, knocking him unconscious.  Donald lay on 

the barn floor, inert, unaware that he was doomed to lie helpless for hours.  His father had 

gone into town for feed.  When Ora returned, he brought Belle, his trotting mare, into the 

barn.  He waited until his eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior shadows, then he led Belle 

to her stall.  He spoke to Old Jim, who didnôt move, and suddenly realized Donald was 

lying at the Belgian giantôs feet.  Ora quickly knelt and shook the boy: ñDonald, what 

happened?  Answer me, Boy.ò  Unable to respond, Donald appeared dead, and raw fear 
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stabbed Oraôs heart.  He lifted him carefully and carried him into the house, placing him 

on their bed in the one big bedroom downstairs. Dora met him at the door. ñWhatever 

happened, Ora?  Goodness gracious, he looks dead.ò  Ora nodded and looked up, tears in 

his eyes.  Mozella and Goldia came running down the narrow stairs from their attic room.  

ñWhat happened, Dad?  Is Donald hurt?ò Walter watched, frightened and worried, 

wondering if it had somehow been his fault. 

 

  Belle was still wet and worn out from the trip into town, but Ora hitched up the 

young mare again and set off to get the doctor.  Why is it always after dark you need the 

doctor? Ora wondered.  He urged the horse on through the night, hoping the doctor was 

home.  Doc Kernodle answered the door in his nightshirt, looking frazzled, but he quickly 

dressed and hitched up his trotting mare to the buggy.  Ora led the doctor back to the 

farm, opening the front door for him and motioning the girls to stay out of the way.  The 

doctor examined the motionless boy, recommended bed rest and fluids.  He left the 

family desolate.  Ora complained: ñHow are we supposed to give him fluids if heôs out 

cold?ò  Dora calmed him the best she could: ñOra, now, Iôll get him to swallow water or 

juice or soup.  Donôt you fret.  Heôs bound to come round in the morning.ò  

 

 Donald didnôt come round the next day, nor the next.  Dora was frantic. ñOra, 

youôve got to get the doctor back out here for our boy.  He might die.ò  Donaldôs father in 

desperation went again for the doctor.  ñDoc, my son ainôt respondinô and heôs still 

unconscious.  You need to come do something.ò  Dr. Kernodle said, ñNow Ora, have you 

been giving him fluids like I instructed?ò  Anger flaired in spite of Oraôs determination to 



 19 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

remain calm.  ñDoc, my wifeôs been tendinô to Donald day and night, trying to get soup 

or something down his throat.  Donaldôs not coming around.  You doctors donôt know yer 

arse from yer elbow.ò  Dr. Kernodle, a fun-loving bachelor, had developed a certain 

amount of patience, but Ora irked him with his back-woods arrogance.  

 

 ñOK, Ora, keep calm. Let me get my bag and Iôll meet you at your place.ò The 

doctor was recovering from a long day in his dusty office where patients from all over 

Eel River Township came to be treated.  Theyôd sit for hours to wait their turn in the 

bleak, simple waiting room, hoping Doc could make their lives better.  Some came with 

sinus problems, dreading the ordeal of cotton stuffed up their sinus passages, the flushing 

out and the discomfort.  Others had more serious troubles: high fevers, tumors, eruptions, 

aches and pains of uncertain origin, but Doc had a treatment for everybody.  Children 

liked the doctor.  He was a free-spirited soul who enjoyed teasing and putting them on: 

ñSee this hand, no thumb?ò  Then heôd pull the reappearing thumb trick, making them 

laugh.  He knew many string games and slight of hand tricks to entertain his smallest 

patients.  Giving shots was the big challenge, but Docôs nurse Hester was also an expert 

at entertaining his little patients. Her perpetual smiles and bottomless bowl of candy were 

ready for distracting a crying baby or soothing a frightened infant.   Docôs patients found 

themselves looking forward to the smell of alcohol and mysterious drugs, the clean scent 

of sterilized equipment and starched uniforms.  At the end of the day, however, Doc 

Kernodle was flat-out tired and in no mood to deal with a house call patient whose state 

of unconsciousness was a puzzle to him.  He couldnôt remember anything like that in his 

medical books. 
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 When doctor and father arrived back at the farmhouse, Dora was frantic.  ñDoc, 

our boy is still unconscious.  He hasnôt moved, nor made a sound.  Whatôs wrong with 

him? Heôs pale as chalk.ò   Donaldôs two sisters and little Walter were distressed and 

bewildered.  ñWhat if next time itôs me?ò they each thought in their own private world of 

childhood worry.  The doctor once again examined the lifeless boy.  It was so far to the 

nearest hospital, the little fellow would likely not survive the rough, bumpy roads in a 

buggy or wagon.  Once again night was coming on, and the doctor was stumped.  ñIôll 

give him a shot to make sure the kick in the head didnôt cause an infection.  Come to the 

office tomorrow and let me know how heôs reacting.ò  The doctor left, his horseôs hoofs 

trotting out a cadence that faded into the dusk.   

 

 The family ate supper in silence.  Dora served the ham and navy bean soup in big 

bowls with cornbread and milk.  Walter wouldnôt eat anything, and the girls nibbled at 

the cornbread, swinging their feet under the table.  Ora ate hurriedly, then left the table to 

finish up the evening chores at the barn.  Dora sent the girls and Walter upstairs to get 

ready for bed, but Walter hesitated: ñMom, do you think Donaldôs gonnaô die?ò  ó 

 

 ñCertainly not, Walter.  Donald is just sleeping.  When heôs ready, heôll wake up.ò 

 

 ñBut Momma, he isnôt eating anything, and he wonôt play with me anymore.ò 
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 ñWalter, you get to bed and stop worrying.  Donald will be all right in the 

morning.ò  She went to make up cots for her and Ora to sleep near Donald. 

 

 Dora and Ora took turns sitting beside Donald in the big bed, trying to get him to 

swallow water or soup.  She thought of all the times the boy had tried so hard in vain to 

speak without stammering, had struggled to please his father in spite of Oraôs stern, 

unforgiving nature. She worried that Donald had not grown as a normal boy should.  He 

was short and seemed almost stunted.  It was her family, she brooded.  The Pratts were 

short.  The members of the Hines clan were tall and sturdy.  There must be some kind of 

maternal family curse.  Dora thought his eyeballs moved behind his eyelid toward 

morning, but she couldnôt be sure.  She figured she was so tired that she was probably 

imagining things.   Exhausted, she finally lay down for a nap.   

 

 Mozella woke her with a start.  ñMom, look!  Donald is trying to open his eyes.  

His hand just moved!  Wake up, Momma!ò  Goldia came running in, and Walter peered 

cautiously around the corner.  Dora lifted her head off the pillow and stared at her oldest 

son, who did indeed seem to be coming back to consciousness.  ñGod be praised,ò she 

breathed hopefully.  ñWalter, go out and get your father.  Quick!ò  Walter ran as fast as 

his legs could carry him and found Ora in the stable.  ñDad, come quick.  Hurry!  Donald 

is trying to talk.  Heôs awakeéjust like Mom said.ò  Sarge began to bark frantically. 

 

 Ora dropped the bridle and hurried through the back door, past the well, ignoring 

the tin cup although he was thirsty, and went straight to Donaldôs side, speaking directly 
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to his son: ñWell, Donald, did you decide to wake up?ò  Donald looked bewildered. He 

seemed to be trying to speak.  Walter smiled and edged up closer to his brother: ñHey, 

Donald, youôre alive!ò  Mozella watched her bed-ridden brother from across the room, 

afraid to speak to him for fear the spell would be broken.  It seemed like a miracle.  

Goldia took Donaldôs hand and said: ñDonald, weôve been so worried. Why didnôt you 

wake up?ò  Donald looked more perplexed than ever.  His eyes fixed onto the violent 

picture on the wall to the left of the big bed in his parentsô bedroom.  He saw four wild 

white horses, nostrils flaring, seeming to stampede out of the frame.  He closed his eyes, 

relieved at the dark escape.  The horses terrified him.  Then he remembered how he loved 

that old picture.  His mother prayed in a whisper, and the dog barked excitedly from the 

porch.  Sarge sensed that an amazing event was going on just beyond his canine world. 

 

 Donald grew stronger as the days passed.  His mother and father were solicitous 

of him, and his sisters showered affection and gifts on him.  Mozella brought him her 

latest arrowhead.  ñLook, Donald.  Some Indian brave left that behind to give you 

courage.ò  Goldia made him a cocklebur teddy bear and proudly presented it to him. Both 

girls had started school and begged their mother to allow them to read to him.  Mozella 

began reading Gene Stratton Porterôs book ñFrecklesò to Donald.  She had found it 

among the library books brought to the school by The Reading Circle wagon, a county 

effort to bring library material to rural central Indiana school children.  Mozella began: 

ñDonald, pay attention.  This writer lives in Indiana, and this story is about an orphan boy 

named Freckles.  Youôre going to love this story.ò  So began Donaldôs fascination with 

the Limberlost swamp region of northern Indiana.  Mozella was a good reader, and 
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whenever she came across a word unfamiliar to her brother, she would try to explain it.  

Walter hung around whenever his sisters were reading to Donald and tried to soak up the 

stories.  ñHey, Donald, that was a swell story, donôt you think?ò  Donald didnôt answer. 

 

 It was Walter who first discovered that Donald had lost his hearing in his left ear.  

Heôd ask Donald a question and not get an answer.  Then if he moved around to his other 

side, Donald would respond.  Walter asked his sisters, ñDo you think maybe Donaldôs ear 

got hurt when Old Jim kicked him in the head?ò  Mozella had wondered about Donaldôs 

hearing too.  She had to sit on his right side when she read to him.  As long as he was in 

bed recovering, she could read and know he heard, but when he was able to get up and 

become active again, she asked if he wanted her to keep reading to him.  Donald eagerly 

urged her to keep up the reading aloud. ñYeah, M-m-mozell, I really like ñF-f-frecklesò 

but y-you know, m-my left ear is d-d-d-dead or something.  It f-f-feels real st-stopped 

up.ò  So Mozella made sure she sat on his right side when she read to him.  Later, when 

school officials arranged a hearing test for the first graders, they discovered Donald was 

stone deaf in his left ear.  Old Jim had done more permanent damage than theyôd realized. 

 

 On Saturday nights their father would pack up his fiddle and disappear.  The 

children asked Dora, ñWhere is Dad going tonight, Mom?ò  Dora replied that their father 

was a fiddler for the Saturday night dances at the community center in North Salem, a 

small rural town five miles south down State Road 75.  The children begged to go with 

him, but their parents were adamant.  ñThe dances are not for children,ò Dora told them 

emphatically.  Occasionally theyôd hear Ora playing his fiddle, getting ready for the 
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following Saturday night, but he wouldnôt talk about it.  A cousin whispered once that 

there was drinking going on at those dances and once in awhile a fight would break out. 

The fiddle tunes became part of Donaldôs being, and he longed to play some instrument.  

 

He liked to sing and would try to learn the songs his mother sang while she 

worked.  He liked to hear ñPretty Red Wingò and in spite of sad, disturbing lyrics, he 

liked to sing a heart-rending Irish ballad he often heard his mother sing in her mellow, 

alto voice: ñNo babyôs cry can awaken her from the baggage coach ahead.ò Donaldôs 

mother sang old Irish songs and Scottish ballads as she did her routine chores.  Donald 

couldnôt help but learn ñBeyond Bonnie Banks and Beyond Bonnie Braesò and ñIsle of 

Inishfree.ò  He realized as he sang the songs he loved that he never stuttered when he 

sang.  His favorite was ñOh, Danny Boyò; he and Mozella would sing, and his mother 

taught them how to harmonize, a delight and wonder to him.  He would belt out ñSheôs 

the most distressful coun-ter-ree that ever I have seen.  Theyôre hanginô men and women 

for the wearinô oô the green.ò  His sisters laughed, but he asked his mother a serious 

question.  ñM-m-mom, why d-did they hang those p-people?ò  Then Dora would wipe her 

hands, sit down in the rocker, and tell the children sad tales of the downtrodden Irish 

under the oppressive rule of the English.  Then she added an ironic family aside that 

stuck with Donald his whole life.  Your grandmother would have turned over in her grave 

if we had worn green.  The Pratts were all Protestants and wore orange. Weôre Scots-

Irish, you know.ò  Donald pondered this and felt a little guilty that he still identified more 

with those underdog Irish who wore green in defiance of the British. 
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 When the time came for Donald to go to school, his mother took him and his 

sisters into town to buy school clothes.  Money was tight, and she was frugal, but the 

parents were proud and concerned for their reputation in the community.  No one wanted 

to be thought of as ñpoor folksò or ñwhite trashò so it was important to dress properly.  

Ora hitched up Belle to the surrey; the family piled in and off they went in the early 

morning.  ñMomma, can I buy a red dress for first day?ò This was Mozella, who loved 

bright colors.  ñMaybe Mary Janes would be good to go with it.ò  Dora had seen pictures 

of girlsô shoes with a strap across the arch and feared they wouldnôt be sturdy.  ñWeôll 

see, Mozell; donôt get your hopes up.  We have to see how far our money goes.ò  Goldia, 

the oldest, was proud of her good sense. ñIôm going to look for practical clothes that will 

last all year.  Oxfords are better for your feet, Mozell.ò  Donald and Walter were too busy 

watching for horses and admiring the cattle as they neared Lebanon to think much about 

school outfits.  Walter was along for the ride anyway.  He knew he wouldnôt be going to 

school for two more years, but the trips into town were a rare occasion that thrilled him.  

Ora hitched the horse to a post in front of Fulwiderôs Department Store, and they all piled 

out.  In the window was a red plaid dress with a white collar that filled Mozella with 

longing.  ñOh, Momma, look at that dress.  Itôs perfect!  Let me try it on.  Please?ò 

Donald and Walter were looking bored already, so Ora decided to take them with him to 

the hardware story around the corner. ñWeôll meet you ladies at Frank and Judyôs at 1:00 

and have lunch, OK?ò  The boys danced a jig around their father.  

 

 ñAll right, Ora, weôll meet you there.ò  Mozella and Goldia were entranced with 

Fulwiderôs.  It smelled of new cloth, leather, and varnish.  The wooden floors were rough 
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and uneven but spotless.  The salesladies looked elegant.   Mozella was startled by a 

musical clang as the change cylinders slid down long wires from the offices above the 

sales floor.  ñMom, what is that?ò asked Mozella.   Dora explained the process of giving 

correct change and having a system for running the business from the offices above in a 

private mezzanine area.  Goldia had spotted a tweed skirt that she wanted to try on, but 

Mozella was concentrating on the red plaid number in the window.  ñPlease, Momma, 

ask that lady if I can try it on.  Do you think theyôll have it in my size?ò  Dora approached 

the clerk and asked for the dress in her daughterôs size.  The sales lady disappeared and 

returned with the dress.  Mozella thought it looked perfect. Dora took the girls into a 

dressing room.  Mozella put the dress on and examined her reflection.  Somehow it was 

disappointing.  Dora examined the price tag and her heart sank.  It was more than they 

could afford, but she thought Mozellaôs heart was set on the dress.  ñWell, Mozell, do you 

think this dress will do you for school?ò  Making a quick decision, Mozella, said, ñYes, 

Momma, itôs good quality, and itôll do.ò  The sales lady wrapped it and put it carefully 

into a Fulwiderôs shopping bag.  Goldia chose the tweed skirt and a matching sweater, 

which also went into a store sack.  The saleslady put an official-looking piece of paper 

into a pneumatic tube, and off it went.   

 

 After they met at Frank and Judyôs and all had lunch, Ora bought the children ice 

cream sodas.  It was the first soda Walter had ever tasted, and his eyes danced.  Dora 

reminded Ora that Donald still needed school clothes.  ñYes, itôs time we got him 

knickers and a good sweater.ò  
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 Dora added: ñHe needs sturdy school shoes most of all.  His old shoes are worn 

out. That boy is so hard on shoes.ò  

 

 Ora said, ñIôll take the boys to Mooreôs and meet you ladies back here in fifteen 

minutes in front of the shoe store.ò  The salesman in the menôs clothing store was so 

aloof that Donald couldnôt wait to get out of there.  He made Donald feel unworthy, as if 

he didnôt deserve new clothes.  Maybe he thought he was too good to wait on farmers, 

Donald thought to himself.  Donald tried on brown tweed knickers that were a little loose, 

but heôd grow into them.  His father picked out a tan vest for him, and they left.  The shoe 

store had Buster Brown in the window, so Donald strode confidently into the store where 

his old comic-strip buddy presided.  The salesman determined his shoe size and adjusted 

brown lace-up boots onto his feet and assured them they would last all year.  Donald 

wanted to wear them home when he saw how poor and worn-out his old shoes looked 

alongside his new chocolate-colored boots. As they left the shoe store, Donald had a 

sinking feeling.  His new stiff leather shoes were pinching his toes.  He didnôt dare say 

anything but felt sick that heôd made a big mistake.  His mother saw his sober face and 

assured him that new leather shoes must be ñbroken inò for a few days.  Donald nodded, 

but as they walked to their buggy and horse patiently waiting to take them home, 

Donaldôs feet began to hurt.  All that money wasted, Donald thought.  He caught a 

glimpse of himself in the store window and wondered for a second who that short kid 

was.   
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Chapter 2 

The Hendricks School 

   

 First Grade and Phonics but Don would not try it. 

 Stuttering when he spoke, he preferred to be quiet. 

   

 Teacher said to Lefty Don, ñWrite with your right!ò 

 Don said, ñYes Maôm,ò then failed, try as he might. 

   

 Book Van visits school, sisters love picking books. 

 Don checks out the Van; he loves the way it looks. 

 

* * *  

 Fall was the best time of year, in Donaldôs opinion.  He thrived on the cooler, 

brisk air and pungent smell of newly cut hay.  The first day of school was hectic.  His 

sisters were excited but nonchalant as they ate a hot breakfast of pancakes and bacon, 

Mozella reminded Donald to speak clearly and watch his posture.  ñYou should try to 

make a good first impression, Donald,ò she advised him. ñYour teacher will be Miss 

McKinnon.  Sheôs very nice.ò  Goldia disagreed, ñMiss McKinnon is dull and sheôs too 

lenient.  She canôt control the bad kids.ò  ñNo, Goldie, Miss McKinnon just tries to 

encourage all the children to participate.ò  Dora noticed the time and hurried the children 

along. ñThe school hack will be out front in five minutes.  Hurry up and finish.  Donôt 

forget to wash your hands and comb your hair.ò Grabbing their lunch sacks, the three 

older children dashed past Walter, who stood watching from the sidelines, hoping some 

day to be as grown up as his brother and sisters. The horses tossed their heads as the 

driver stopped at the end of the Hines lane and waited for the three to board the hack.  

Donald felt shy suddenly as he noticed several children heôd never seen before sitting on 
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both sides of the middle aisle.  They eyed him with curiosity as he found a seat by 

himself in the back.  His sisters called to old school mates from the year before and 

plopped down beside their friends.  The driver called out: ñMy nameôs Fay Scott and I 

donôt allow no misbehavior.  If youôre good, weôll get along just fine.  Gidôyup, Polly, 

Gidôyup, Peg.ò   The children never argued with Mr. Scott, and they loved the horses.   

 

 The first day of school was a revelation.  The children sat at wooden desks with 

holes in the upper right-hand corner of the lid for ink bottles, grooves for pencils and 

pens.  The desk top opened to store books and supplies when they werenôt being used.  

Everything smelled new. There were two stoves for burning wood, one at each end of the 

schoolroom.  Donald couldnôt take his eyes off the deep grooves carved into his desk by 

former students.  Eight grades sat together in the schoolroom: first graders on the far left 

and eighth graders the far right facing the teacher. A large blackboard spanned the front, 

and the teacherôs desk stood on a platform slightly elevated.  The teacher, Miss 

McKinnon, started with a morning greeting and pledge to the American flag.  She had 

printed her name carefully on the blackboard for the first graders and urged the older 

children to help the newcomers feel welcome.  She started with phonics for the youngest 

students, sounding out the letters on the board and having the students repeat after her. 

She gave them practice printing to put in their copybooks.  The second graders reviewed 

a story they remembered from the year before, and Miss McKinnon taught them the 

beginnings of cursive writing.  The third grade students were starting a simple history of 

America, and the teacher got them started on Chapter 1 by having them read aloud, then 

to themselves silently.  She assigned several math problems to the fourth grade and 
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reviewed multiplication with the fifth graders.  The sixth graders were restless, and Miss 

McKinnon had to discipline Tommy Kincaid for sailing a paper airplane, but she soon 

had them at the board doing long division.  The seventh graders were already reading a 

bright blue history textbook, the only brand-new text, called ñWorld History for Young 

Americans,ò and the eighth graders were assigned the first chapter in their literature 

anthology ñLiterary Visions.ò  Donald was mesmerized.  He tried to print the letters into 

his copybook from the blackboard, but the teacher quickly came over and corrected him.  

ñDonald, you should use your right hand for printing. Here, try it.ò And Miss McKinnon 

took the pencil from him and put it into his right hand.  She moved on to help another 

student, while Donald, embarrassed and awkward, fumbled with his pencil and tried to 

make the letters neatly.  No matter how hard he tried, his right hand wouldnôt work, so he 

covertly went back to printing the capital letters with his left hand.  Twice more the 

teacher corrected him, but Donald invariably slipped back into writing with his left hand.  

The teacher was becoming exasperated and students noisy, and to the relief of teacher 

and students, lunchtime arrived.  The teacher rang a brass bell, and chaos erupted. 

 

 The children pushed and hurried out the side door onto the playground carrying 

their lunch pails.  Picnic tables were scattered around, but there didnôt seem to be any 

vacant seats.  Donald found a big rock, sat down, and took out his cheese sandwich. He 

looked around at his classmates.  Everyone except him seemed to know the others.  He 

watched the older kids playing games and eating exotic sandwiches, fruit, cupcakes, and 

cookies.  His cheese sandwich seemed to him ultimate boredom.  He was embarrassed by 

his brown paper sack.  The other children all seemed to have lunch pails.  His new shoes 
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hurt his feet, and his knickers felt uncomfortable.  His sisters were ignoring him like 

everybody else.  Maybe it was because he was printing with his left hand in class, or 

worse, it must be because he looked foolish.  Across the playground he saw the little girl 

that someone had pointed out as the daughter of the school bus driver.  His heart beat 

faster.  What a beautiful girl!  Her delicate features and blond braids captivated him. She 

was perfection.  When she looked in his direction, Donald quickly became absorbed in 

his cheese sandwich.  He glanced at her again, but she stuck her nose in the air.  Donald 

felt abandoned and lonely.  He fed scraps of his sandwich to a couple of birds who 

seemed to know the territory, and breathing a sigh of relief, he heard the teacherôs bell 

signaling afternoon classes. 

 

 He was already bored, his mind on roaming the woods and catching crawdads in 

the creek.  The teacher gave the first graders numbers to copy into their notebooks, and 

before he could think what he was doing, Donald began printing with his left hand again. 

Miss McKinnon, openly exasperated with him, said, ñDonald, I have spoken to you 

several times about using your right hand for printing.  Please switch hands and get to 

work.ò The teacher soon was absorbed in reading with the eighth graders, and Donald 

tried to make the numbers with his right hand, but the fingers seemed to belong to 

somebody else.  Soon he slipped back into his left-handed sacrilege.  Suddenly behind 

him was the teacher with a piece of rope.  She was tying his left hand in back of him.  

Students all around him began giggling, whispering to each other behind their hands. The 

humiliation was too much for him to bear.  Fay Scottôs beautiful daughter would be 

laughing at him like every other student in Miss McKinnonôs God-damn school.  He was 
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pleased to remember the most satisfying curse word heôd heard his father use.  He 

thought about the word over and over, surviving the afternoon until the teacher rang her 

bell.  Iôm never going back, he thought. 

 

 That evening at the supper table, Mozella and Goldia told on their miserable 

brother, and young Walter listened sympathetically as Donald tried to explain that heôd 

forgotten the teacherôs order not to use his left hand.  ñIt w-w-was so m-m-much easier to 

use my l-l-left hand,ò he whined.  ñIt just s-slipped up on m-m-me.  She d-didnôt have to 

embarrass m-me l-l-l-like that.ò  His mother and father were also embarrassed.  Dora 

said, ñDonald, you must mind the teacher.ò  His father didnôt say anything, but Donald 

could feel his disapproval.  Walter asked, ñDid it hurt to have your hand tied behind your 

back?ò  Donald admitted that it hadnôt hurt, except for his feelings.  He began plotting 

various illnesses to avoid having to go to school.   

 

 Next morning the girls were up early, happily getting ready to leave for school, 

but Donald had pulled the quilt up over his head.  Walter was playing with blocks in the 

corner and noticed that Donald wasnôt up yet. ñHey, Donald, Arenôt you going to 

school?ò Walter shouted.  Their father, coming in from morning chores, heard Walter and 

caught Donald trying to scrunch back under the sheets.  ñGet up, Boy!ò he shouted.  

ñWhat in tarnation do ye think yer adoinô?ò  Donald frantically grabbed his clothes and 

pulled them on the best he could under the circumstances.  His mother, who was busy in 

the kitchen, added: ñNo time for breakfast, Donald.  I packed your lunch.  Get going.ò 

His sisters were already heading through the screen door to wait for the school hack.  
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Donald snatched the brown bag from his mother, hair uncombed, face unwashed.  The 

school hack was coming around the corner just as he made it to the end of the driveway.  

Fay Scott hailed him with a hearty, ñMorninô, Donald, Youôre lookinô a mite flustered. 

Didjya oversleep?ò  Snickers met Donald as he climbed the wooden steps to make his 

way to the back of the hack.  Mr. Scott slapped the reins on the horsesô backs and the 

load of children made its way inexorably to the Hendricks School.  Donald shuddered 

with dread.  How could he face his classmates?  How could he face that pretty little girl? 

 

 Miss McKinnon was ringing the school bell when the horses halted in front of the 

brick schoolhouse.  Donald hung back and was the last one to enter the dark, forbidding 

portals.  It made him think of a story his sister Mozella had told him about an Inferno, 

where sinners were punished for eternity.  Hoping to be invisible, Donald sunk down into 

his desk seat and tried to remember to use his right hand to print.  Miss McKinnon was 

evidently in a cheery mood, and after awhile Donald lapsed into a daydream featuring the 

adorable little daughter of the school hack driver.  He was escorting her to a picnic.  She 

was gazing lovingly, approvingly into his eyes.  ñDonald!ò The teacherôs harsh voice 

pierced his dream bubble.  Oh no!  He suddenly realized heôd been leaning on his right 

hand and printing the letters with his left.  Miss McKinnon marched to her desk, took out 

the humiliating rope, and proceeded once again to tie Donaldôs left hand behind his back 

while the students erupted into giggles and mocking laughter.  Donald had visions of grey 

prison walls and endless dark, murky hallways with no escape, his arms and legs tied 

with dirty, hateful rope. 
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 At first Donald thought it was an accident, but then he realized the Pennington 

boy was throwing spitballs at him.  He looked around to see Jack Pennington smirking at 

him and making an obscene gesture.  Donald had heard about the Pennington gang, three 

brothers who lived on the edge of Jamestown.  Rumor was that their older brother, maybe 

twenty, had been in jail and their sisteréwell, Donald didnôt understand much about that, 

but heôd heard to stay away from the Penningtons: Jack, Mack, and Zack ï and Ruby.  

Donald thought you couldnôt make something like that up.  But then there were his own 

parents: Ora and Dora; rhyming names werenôt that uncommon.  Jack was in third grade 

and his brothers had stayed back and were both now in fifth grade.  Donald resolved to 

keep as much distance between them and him as he could.  Recess and lunch were his 

least favorite times of the school day.  Miss McKinnon rang the bell for lunch and 

everyone filed out.  Donald was the last one out since the teacher had to untie him.  As he 

ate his lunch on his lonely rock, he noticed to his horror that Jack and his brothers were 

coming over to him.  ñHey Donald, Howôs it feel to be tied up, hmmm?ò  Donald didnôt 

respond, and Mack gave him a shove, nearly knocking him off the big rock. 

 

 ñH-H-Hey, St-Stop it,ò Donald shouted.  

 

 ñYou tryinô to get us in trouble?  Maybe you need to be taught a lesson,ò Zack 

threatened.  

 

 ñYeah, better watch yer back, Shorty,ò sneered Mack.  The teacher was moving 

closer, so the Penningtons swaggered away, but Donald was sick with fear.  Now what? 
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 Those adults who remind the younger generation, sometimes at commencement, 

sometimes at the drop of a hat, that their school days are the best years of their lives are 

not only repeating a bald-faced lie.  They are exposing their own shallow lack of 

empathy. Maybe they were the swaggering bullies or the nasty rich girls of their own 

alma maters.  Shy youngsters know only too well what a cursed, oppressive place school 

can be.  Victims of mockery, teasing, and disdain are familiar with the cruel trick of 

turning a personôs best qualities into shameful flaws.  A polite boy is called ñSissyò or 

ñTeacherôs Petò; a studious girl is taunted with ñGeekò or ñNerd.ò  Where do generations 

of children learn the sing-song, derisive ñNya, nya, nya-nya nya?ò  Who teaches young, 

innocent human beings the insulting names that cut other children to the quick: ñDummy, 

Fatso, Fag, Egghead, Dunce, Creep, Jerk, Shorty, Girl?ò  Donald remembered Mozellaôs 

grumbling about boys using ñGirlò as an insult.  ñYou Girl,ò a bully snarls at another boy.  

Why should ñGirlò be an insult? Mozella had wondered. His sister was clearly outraged.  

Donald couldnôt think of a good answer.  

 

Could it be that the confident kids really do remember school as the best years of 

their lives?  Donald was thinking about schoolôs disappointments following a painful, 

infuriating scene that transpired right after school. He had alighted at the end of their 

driveway from the school hack, joyful, free as a bird again, anticipating a few hours of 

liberating outdoor romping with Walter.  His sisters couldnôt wait to tell Mom and Dad 

about Donaldôs humiliation.  ñThe teacher had to tie Donaldôs left hand behind him again. 

She warned him too, but he just keeps on doing it wrong.ò   His mother called: ñDonald, 
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you come here this minute.ò As Donald hung his head, Dora scolded him: ñDonôt you 

realize, Son, your school days are the best years of your life? Youôve shamed your 

family.ò  His father came in the back door in time to hear his wifeôs lament about family 

shame.  

 

 ñWhatôs goinô on around here now?ò   

 

 Doraôs instinct was to shield Donald from her husbandôs unpredictable anger.  

ñItôs a problem Donaldôs been having in school.  Heôs left-handed, and the teacherôs 

trying to teach him to use his right hand.  She thinks heôs just stubborn.ò 

 

 Goldia spilled the whole humiliating story: ñTeacher told Donald to print with his 

right hand, but he went right ahead and used his left hand, after she reminded him again.  

He stutters too and wonôt try to speak clearly.  Miss McKinnon keeps telling him, but he 

wonôt try to talk the way heôs supposed to.  All the kids think heôs a dunce.ò  His sister 

took a deep breath and smirked in her superior way.  Donald kept his head down but 

hated her self-satisfied, righteous tone.  Why couldnôt she keep her mouth shut?   

 

 Ora shouted, ñDonald, yeôre a heedless, lazy boy.  If ye canôt even mind the 

teacher, what good are ye ever goinô to be?  Come out to the well house with me, now.ò  

Their father didnôt use the strap very often, but the times he did were written on their 

young minds, remembered indelibly by the bruises and welts.  Donald was the brunt of 

most of his fatherôs wrath and punishment.  Donald tried to ñBe a Manò and not give his 
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father the satisfaction of his tears, but it was hopeless.  The tears came with every whack, 

and with the punishment came the assurance that he was a terrible disappointment to his 

father.  After his father allowed him to pull up his pants, Donald disappeared upstairs to 

nurse his injuries.  The walls of his tiny bedroom closed in on him.  He felt as if he 

couldnôt breathe.  The air wasnôt getting to his lungs.  Jeannie Scott would never like him 

now, so what use was school?  Life wasnôt worth the trouble.  Despair filled his every 

fiber and flowed through his body like poison.    

 

 How he ever got through that first year of school young Donald couldnôt have 

explained.  He continued to lapse into his sinful left-handedness whenever the teacher 

forgot to tie the offending hand behind his back.  He dreaded the teasing and mockery of 

the children around him, especially the class bullies.  How could each class have its own 

appointed bully?  They seemed to be randomly scattered around the schoolroom just 

waiting for him to do something stupid or awkward.  Whenever the teacherôs back was 

turned, spitballs flew toward him.  At recess no one chose him for a ball team or picked 

him to be on her side in red rover.  The humiliation of always being the last chosen was a 

pit of despair.  He thought of Mozellôs book Pilgrimôs Progress and the main character 

encountering obstacles and nearly falling into ditches and pits.  He liked the sound of 

ñThe Slough of Despond.ò He wasnôt too sure what a slough was, but he guessed it must 

be like quicksand or a pit full of snakes.  He wished he could fill the slough full of bullies 

and watch them drown in their own spit.  He longed for summer skies and even yearned 

for spring chores, anything to get him free from those four walls of confinement. 
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 Second grade was an improvement.  His father had decided that he was old 

enough to help with major farm work: plowing, planting, and raking on top of his routine 

chores, so spring and summer were taken up with dawn to sunset labor. His father would 

say, ñCome on, Donald, yôer growinô up fast, and the farm donôt run itself.ò  Back to 

school didnôt sound so bad; at least he could sit down once in awhile.  Miss McKinnon 

had finally broken him of using his left hand by the end of first grade.  His mother had 

continued making him practice printing his letters and numbers in the warm summer 

evenings.  She kept an eye on him while she did dishes and made sure he was using his 

right hand.  Life was so tedious.  Summer was made for roaming and collecting, running 

and exploring.  He admired Will Rogers, who spun lariats, did rope tricks, and told funny 

stories.  He bet old Will Rogers hadnôt wasted his childhood printing the alphabet and 

plowing the back forty.  So his second year at the Hendricks School began with an 

optimism based on contrast.  It would be a rest from farm work, and heôd show the others 

how strong and tan heôd grown over the summer.   

 

  How can a boy live without hope?  Heôd tried hard to pay attention and get his 

school work done, but his speech defect and shyness continued to make school an ordeal 

as the days crawled by.   One bright morning, Mozella woke Donald up with a big smile 

and eyes to match.  ñWake up, wake up, Donald.  Today is Reading Circle day.  The 

library lady from town is bringing us lots of books.  Come on.  Get up.ò  Donald groaned, 

but Mozella persisted.  ñMomôs got breakfast ready.  Get your clothes on and hurry up.ò 

Mozella danced away, and Donald tried to open his eyes.  How could his sisters be so 
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positive about school?  They were girls; that was it.  Girls were naturally suited to school.  

Boys werenôt.  It wasnôt fair. 

 

 Donald began to stir, putting on a sock, knowing his choices about school were 

limited.  He yawned, daring to hope that today would be an improvement on the disaster 

that school was proving to be so far.  He smelled breakfast, a heavenly combination of 

coffee, bacon, eggs, pancakes, and maple syrup.  His sisters were arguing about the 

libraryôs annual event: ñWhy donôt they let us choose more books?  We never have 

enough to last all year,ò Goldia grumbled.  

 

 Mozella was grateful that the librarian came around to their little school at all.  

ñYou know what I heard?  Theyôre bringing the books around this year in one of those 

horseless carriages!ò 

 

ñNo!  I donôt believe it.  How can they get enough books into one of those 

automobiles?ò 

 

ñI donôt know.  Maybe theyôll have a wagon hooked on or something.  Come on.  

Weôre going to miss the school hack.  You know Mr. Scott wonôt wait.ò   

 

Once again, Donald dashed out the door, the screen banging behind him, no time 

for breakfast.  His mother had put his lunch bag into his fist as he left and handed him an 

egg sandwich.  At least he wouldnôt starve.   The Scott horses pulled up at the front post 
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just as the children made it to the end of the driveway.  ñMorninô, Kids.  Beautiful fall 

day, ainôt it?ò  Donaldôs sisters found their friends and sat down.  Donald stumbled over a 

boyôs foot at he made his way to the back.  ñHey, w-w-watch it,ò he called out.  Giggles 

engulfed him.  Oh, no, he thought, here goes another day just like the others.  He sat by 

the back window and watched the fields flow by, cattle grazing in the morning light, the 

creek winding through the poplar and hickory trees.  His heart ached to think heôd be 

spending a perfect fall day inside those four dusty walls, ducking the teacherôs scrutiny, 

trying to avoid talking aloud.  How was school going to help him succeed in life?  He 

wanted to own a business, marry a pretty girl, buy a big farm and get rich.  How in Sam 

Hill was printing and reading, adding and subtracting going to help him do all that?  Lost 

in his daydream, watching a Cooperôs hawk soar and swoop overhead, he was the last 

one to enter the building again.  Miss McKinnon eyed him critically: ñCome on, Donald. 

Donôt dawdle.ò Then she smiled.  ñWe have an exciting day awaiting us today.ò   

 

Donald struggled to reply: ñY-y-y-yes, Miss M-M-Mc-Kinnon.ò  He found his 

desk, sank into his seat, and opened his notebook.  After the morning exercises, the 

teacher looked out the window and announced: ñLook, children, itôs the Reading Circle 

van, and this time there are no horses necessary.  This is the 20
th
 Century, the Century of 

the Automobile.  The children whispered to each other breathlessly, trying to see the 

modern vehicle.  The teacher restored order, and in the door came two young ladies 

dressed in fashionable skirts with bustles, matching hats, gloves, hair swept up into 

Gibson Girl coiffures, and high-button shoes with French heels.  They were carrying 

books and smiling at the students.  Donaldôs sisters were ecstatic.  What elegant ladies!  
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Mozella was already thinking of books and authors sheôd heard of that she hoped they 

had brought with them.  Donald too was captivated by the two girls.  These young 

women were college students from Central Normal in Danville, earning credits toward 

their education degrees. They had the enthusiasm of the young but the mature appearance 

that collegiate life cultivates.  The children were entranced.  Goldia was trying to 

memorize the way their skirts draped from their narrow waists and their posture enhanced 

the stylish outfits.  She had made up her mind: teaching school was to be her goal in life.   

 

Miss McKinnon lined the children up by grades.  They were allowed to pick out 

four books each for their school library and bring their choices to the teacherôs desk. 

Mozella eagerly looked for Gene Stratton Porter and found Girl of the Limberlost and 

Laddie.  She was thrilled beyond words to be surrounded by books.  The authors called 

out to her: Mark Twain, Sir Walter Scott, Ring Lardner. Carefully lifting her Porter 

novels off the van shelf, she looked for two more.  Mark Twain would be a good choice.  

She found Personal Recollections of Joan of Arc and Puddônhead Wilson, the latter fairly 

short and the Joan of Arc book thick and intriguing.  Mozellaôs heart was pounding and 

her pulse racing.  She felt as if she held a treasure in her arms.  Donald was more 

interested in the book van itself.  It was a Reliance truck, nearly new, that had been 

rigged out to haul books on makeshift shelves.  He sneaked away from the crowd of 

students inside the traveling library to admire the shiny hood and chrome trim.  He was 

captivated by the running board and retractable windscreen.  The Horseless Carriage: 

what an invention!  He had heard about Henry Ford and his revolutionary Model T, the 

car for everyman, in any color heôd want, as long as it was black.  His father liked to read 
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the newspaper aloud at the dinner table, and he remembered hearing stories about the 

ñchurchmobile,ò a Catholic Church rig that carried mass to mission sites around a Texas 

city, maybe Dallas.  His father had made some cynical remark about the wealthy Papists, 

but Donaldôs appetite was keen for more knowledge about these vehicles.  Retractable 

steps allowed the children to climb safely into the back of the truck to pick out the books.  

Donald had no idea which books to choose, so he selected four slim volumes, looking for 

colorful covers with dogs or horses on them.   

 

Each student could check out one library book to take home, so Mozella checked 

out Girl of the Limberlost and Donald checked out a thin book about dogs.  Goldia found 

a book by Charles Dickens.  On the way home, his sisters were eagerly rehashing the 

bookmobile adventure, discussing the visitorsô fashionable clothes and elegant manners.  

Donald watched a herd of sheep in a neighborôs field as the school hack bumped along 

the gravel road toward home.  His head was full of dreams of driving a horseless carriage, 

maybe inventing new devices to make the cars and trucks easier to drive and repair.  He 

had heard their father discussing the possibility of buying a used Oakland a neighboring 

farmer wanted to sell.  He had his heart set on a Model T, but anything with four wheels 

would be fine with him.  With the Great War going on, he wanted to be ready to serve his 

country, maybe drive a military truck or, better yet, fly one of those Sopwith Strutters 

heôd heard his father read about in the Indianapolis Star.  The Allies needed young men 

with real courage, and Donald was headed for 3
rd
 grade.  He couldnôt wait to tell Walter 

about his plans to learn to drive.   
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The year Walter started to school was a banner year for both boys.  Walterôs 

relaxed and humorous approach to life made his transition from outdoor fun to school 

tedium easier, and consequently, Donaldôs school days grew sunnier.  The four of them 

had a rhythm going: up early, barn chores for the boys, hot breakfast for the whole 

family, hearing the newspaper stories for the day from their father while they ate, their 

mother making sure they didnôt forget anything.  ñHere, listen to this,ò his father 

announced: ñMontana elects first woman to the legislature.  Jeannette Rankin will 

represent the western state in Congress.  See there, Girls, thereôs opportunity for 

everybody in this country.ò  Goldia was fourteen and already planning to attend the 

teachersô college in Danville as soon as she was allowed to enroll. Her ambition was to 

teach at Hendricks School as soon as she was qualified.  Mozella, at twelve, considered 

herself a teenager as well and hoped to attend Indiana University, but she knew their 

financial constraints might limit her education to the economical Central Normal College 

too.  She asked her father, ñWhat news is there about the war?ò  Ora sighed and said, 

ñToo much killing.  These German zeppelin bombings are destroying England.ò  Donald 

thought someday heôd fly over Germany in one of those biplanes and put a stop to their 

war machine.  He was impatient.  Iôm so small, he thought; itôs not fair when my country 

needs me.  The War seemed a million miles away.  President Wilson was doing his best 

to maintain a policy of neutrality for the U.S., Ora insisted, but they listened intently 

when their father read from the Star about Prussian atrocities, the German submarines, 

the Hun menace.   
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Walter was such a likable kid that some of his appeal rubbed off on Donald, who 

was now in 3
rd
 grade with the higher status that entailed.  The trouble was that the two 

brothers loved mischief and were tempted to devise ways of making the school day more 

entertaining for everybody, except the teacher.   One chilly morning Walter ran to catch 

up to Donald, who was waiting for the school hack to arrive.  ñHey, Donald, look what 

Iôve got.ò  Walter opened a paper sack carefully, hiding it from their sisters, who were 

absorbed in school gossip.  Donald smiled to see a fat handsome toad.  ñWhat d-d-do you 

p-p-p-plan to do w-w-with him?ò  Walterôs eyes lit up.  ñWhile Miss McKinnon is talking 

to the big kids, Iôm gonna put it in her bottom drawer, yôknow where she keeps the 

erasers.  Sheôll be surprised all right.ò   

 

Donald laughed, imagining the teacherôs reaction.  ñOK, W-W-Walter, but donôt 

get m-m-m-me into t-t-trouble.  Iôm in en-n-nough trouble with M-miss McK-k-kinnon 

already.ò 

 

ñDonôt worry, Donald,ò Walter reassured him.  ñI figgered it all out.  Itôll be a 

cinch.ò   

 

When the school hack arrived at the school, Miss McKinnon was ringing her bell, 

smiling at her students as they came through the door.  Walter whispered to Donald, 

ñSheôs in a good mood; thisôll be easy. Watch.ò  While Miss McKinnon chatted with one 

of her favorite 8
th
 grade boys at the front entrance, Walter slipped to the teacherôs 

elevated desk with his innocent-looking brown sack, opened the bottom drawer, and 
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dumped the chubby toad onto the erasers, shutting the drawer silently.  Walter moved so 

stealthily and looked so innocent that only Timmy Gochenaur saw it happen.  As Walter 

slid into his seat, he saw Timmy watching him.  Walter put his finger to his lips, signaling 

silence, while Donald watched, impressed with his little brotherôs audacity.  Where did 

Walter get his comic skill?  How could he maneuver so gracefully?  Why was he able to 

elude the teacherôs sharp eye when Donald could never escape her vigilance?  He knew 

heôd never be able to pull off a caper like this one. 

 

The morning passed quickly, and nothing out of the ordinary happened until 

Timmy was called to the blackboard.  He finished his arithmetic problem, and then said, 

ñMiss McKinnon, this eraser is covered with chalk. Iôll dust the erasers after school for 

you.  Can I use a new one for now?ò  The teacher smiled her appreciation for his offer 

and reached down to open the bottom drawer.  The poor toad, which had been trapped in 

the strange, dark place all morning, leaped frantically at Miss McKinnonôs face, landing 

in her lap.  She shrieked and jumped out of her chair, frightening the toad, which began 

leaping from desk to desk.  It was desperate to escape the pandemonium. Laughter and 

shouts erupted all over the room.  Little girls were screaming, trying to get away from the 

creature.  Jack and Mack Pennington were exploiting the chaos to push and grab at 

Donald and Walter, who looked worried in spite of his big grin.  Boys were trying to 

catch the toad, knocking over ink wells and bumping into the flag stand.  The teacher 

rescued Old Glory before it hit the floor and shouted, ñOrder!  Children, take your seats.  

Take your seats right now!ò   
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The toad fortunately leaped toward the light and fresh air, finally escaping 

through the door to freedom.  Miss McKinnon caught her breath, brushed her hair away 

from her face, straightened her dress, and grabbed her pointer.  ñNow, children, the toad 

is no longer in the schoolroom, and whoever put the toad in my drawer will be punished. 

Please resume your lessons.ò  By this time it was noon, and the teacher, breathing a sigh 

of relief, rang her lunch bell for the lunch hour, relieved to see the students filing out to 

the playground.  She caught her breath and began to devise a plan for catching the 

perpetrator.  This had to be pinched in the bud.  There was only one of her and over forty 

students, the older boys stronger than she was by a long shot.  She searched the desks for 

clues but couldnôt see any incriminating evidence until she spotted a brown paper sack on 

the floor next to Donaldôs desk.  It couldnôt be a lunch bag since the students were all 

outside eating their lunches while two of the 8
th
 grade girls supervised.  Walter had 

dropped the bag in the aisle in his haste to escape detection.  Miss McKinnon picked it up 

and thought about the situation.  She wondered if this might have been Donaldôs 

retaliation for her punishing him.  Sheôd hated to do it, but he simply wouldnôt use his 

right hand for printing or writing, and she thought sheôd be doing him a favor by forcing 

him to write the normal way. She had read that tying his left hand behind him would 

eventually achieve results.  She was already convinced that his stammering and sullen 

looks were ways to get back at her.  Ignoring her own lunch, she decided to deal with the 

culprit right away: ñStrike while the iron is hot.ò  The old maxim gave her determination. 

She went to the door and spotted Donald sitting alone under a tree, finishing his lunch.   
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ñDonald, come in here, please,ò Miss McKinnon called from the doorway.  

Donaldôs heart sank. Oh no, he thought, I knew Iôd get blamed for this.  His mind raced.  

How could he protect Walter while defending himself?  He was innocent, or at least no 

more than an accomplice, but Timmy was as guilty as he was.  The teacher closed the 

door quietly and looked Donald in the eye: ñDonald, did you put the toad in my desk 

drawer?  I want the truth.ò  Donald felt tears coming, held them back: ñN-n-no, M-Maôm, 

I d-d-d-didnôt.  Honest.ò   

 

ñAll right, Donald, if you wonôt admit what youôve done, Iôll have to keep the 

whole student body in detention after school.ò  Donald didnôt say anything more but hung 

his head and felt hopelessness engulf him.  There was no justice.  Life wasnôt fair.  What 

was he going to do?  After the teacher rang the bell to resume classes, she announced that 

unless the guilty party confessed, the students would all be held for an hour after school 

to serve detention.  A loud chorus of groans washed over Donald. 

 

 ñBut Miss McKinnon,ò Fern Jordan protested, ñmy daddy and I have to go to the 

dentist right after schoolôs out.ò  Fern was the class brain, a straight-A student who had 

considerable influence with the teacher.  This time, however, the teacher was firm. 

 

ñThatôs too bad, Fern,ò the teacher replied, ñUnless the student who disrupted 

class confesses, the group will have to be punished.  Thatôs final.ò 
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Donald was watching his little brotherôs face.  Walter was on the verge of tears.  

He rarely cried, but when he did, Donald couldnôt stand it.  The older brother suddenly 

stood up, ñM-Miss McKinnon, it was m-m-m-my f-f-fault.  Iôm s-sorry.ò 

 

Miss McKinnon looked relieved. ñDonald, come up to my desk.ò  She took out 

her ruler.  ñPut your left hand on my desk.ò  Donald did as she instructed.  The teacher hit 

his hand as hard as she could three times.  ñAll right, Donald, you will spend the rest of 

the day in the corner.ò  Donald was incredulous.  The dunce chair?  He was only trying to 

protect Walter.  He thought of the soldiers in the war who were captured and tortured by 

the enemy.  This couldnôt be as bad as that.  Heôd have to practice being brave and 

stalwart.  Stalwart? The word just popped into his head, but it seemed to fit.  What did it 

mean anyway?  Heôd ask his sisters after school.  The afternoon, however, was endless as 

he stared at the rough, whitewashed wall.  He noticed that there were gaps between the 

chimney and the roof.  The wood stoves that heated the schoolhouse were going full blast 

to counter the November chill.  Maybe the school would catch on fire and all the kids 

would escape except for the Penningtons.  He felt better. 

 

 Miss McKinnon talked the trustees into hiring another teacher to work with her 

since the township population was growing.  Donald liked the new teacher because she 

was a math whiz and let Donald work on problems instead of endless cursive.  When the 

class recited, sheôd let Donald go to the board and do an addition or subtraction problem 

but wouldnôt make him say a word if he didnôt feel like it.  Miss Rawlings was funny too.  

Sheôd make jokes about school and tell them stories about Indiana history.  She knew 
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poems by James Whitcomb Riley and recited them from memory with a back country 

accent and sound effects.  Donald was amazed at how quickly the time passed compared 

with the year before.  She also knew about Will Rogers.  Sheôd tell them the latest 

newspaper story about Rogers.  ñDid you hear Will Rogers is in the Ziegfeld Follies?  He 

just talks about newspaper headlines and makes fun of politics while he does rope tricks.ò 

She lived on a chicken farm near the school and one day told them how to be a chicken 

farmer. ñYou go out with a mouthful of marbles.  If you stumble, you spit one out.  When 

youôve lost all your marbles, youôre ready to be a chicken farmer.ò  Donald had never 

laughed so much in his life.  Even Uncle Milford didnôt make him laugh as hard as Miss 

Rawlings did.   

 

Young Donald treasured the laughter.  He tended to brood on depressing, 

bewildering mysteries and liked to be around people who could joke and laugh.  His 

family had stopped attending church at Old Union regularly sometime in the past, and he 

didnôt know how to ask why.   He suspected that it had something to do with the family 

grudge heôd heard about from one of his uncles.  An uncle had taken his family to church 

only to be reprimanded by one of the elders, a neighboring farmer.  He had scolded the 

man for coming to church wearing overalls.  The relative had stormed out of the church 

vowing ñnever to darken the church door againò; some of the family had vowed to honor 

ñThe Holy Grudgeò and follow suit.  Donald wasnôt sure, but he thought that was why 

their church attendance had faltered.  He missed the Old Union friends. 
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Chapter 3 

Christmas 1916 

  

Walter pulled Don into the ñToad-gateò crime,  

But Walterôs not caught and Don did his time. 

  

Family buys a black Oakland on the birthday of Don. 

With a box, a pedal extender; and training, Donôs gone. 

  

Tipsy dancing Doc was ña stompinò on Oraôs feet 

Ora smashes fiddle on Doc ï blow is bittersweet. 

 

* * *  

 

Donald was a sleepwalker.  Sometimes his father or mother would find him 

walking blindly through the kitchen in the middle of the night.  He could make his way 

down the narrow stairs from his attic bedroom without falling, but sometimes he ran into 

a chair or stumbled over the dog.  His parents had heard that it was dangerous to wake up 

a sleepwalker, so they were careful to guide him back to his bed without disturbing his 

sleep.  One night Donald woke Walter as he went through the door and down the stairs.  

Walter followed him out to the barn, where Donald took a bucket, dipped it into the cattle 

tank, took the bucket of water across the barn lot, and dumped the water into the pigsô 

trough.  He put the bucket back on its hook and made his way in the dark through the 

back hall into the kitchen, up the steep stairs and back into his bed.  Walter was so baffled 

he couldnôt get back to sleep.  What did this mean?  Was his brother abnormal?  Since 

Donald had saved him from their teacherôs wrath, Walter had felt obligated to his big 

brother.  He resolved to do something nice for him.   
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Donaldôs birthday was Christmas Eve, so any celebration was overshadowed by 

the big holiday, Christmas.  Walter waited until Donald was absorbed in a Zane Gray 

novel he was reading upstairs for a book report.  ñPsst, Mozell,ò Walter beckoned to his 

sister, who was engrossed in Saturday reading herself.  ñDonaldôs birthday is coming up 

in a week, and we ought to do something special for him.ò  Mozella agreed, but they were 

stumped trying to think of something heôd really like.  ñHow about a Zane Gray book?ò 

Walter asked.  ñHe really likes reading westerns.ò  

 

 ñNo, Walter, he can get those at school.ò  

 

 ñOK, how about a BB gun?ò Walter was certain that was a corker of an idea.   

 

Mozella was horrified: ñWalter, Dad would have a conniption fit if we gave 

Donald a gun.  Are you nuts?ò  Walter couldnôt think of anything else but made his sister 

promise to tell him if she thought of something. 

 

 

Winter was a difficult time for the family. They anticipated the weekend even 

though much of it was taken up by farm chores. Caring for the livestock was more time-

consuming, and the bitter wind blew down from the north, making it hard to keep the 

cattle tank from freezing over. The brothers had to bundle up in their bulky jackets and 
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thick gloves to do their routine chores.  The horses needed more care, and the pigs had no 

warm mud to ease their humdrum lives. Milking the cow was a major battle in winter. 

Donald had to bring Bessie back from the farthest corner of the field, where the ornery 

cow balked, turned and did an end run, tossed her stubborn head, and forced Donald to 

chase her toward the barn again.  Once in the stall, she switched her tail repeatedly at the 

boy, resisting his efforts to rub salve on her cracked udder and sore teats.  Finally the 

milk came, but often the cow kicked at the bucket, forcing Donald to grab it before the 

milk spilled onto the ground.  He knew the family needed the milk: their diet was built 

around the butter, cream, skim milk and cheese.  He cringed to think of his fatherôs anger 

and made every effort to avoid spilled milk, but sometimes the cow was too quick for 

him, and heôd have to take the brunt of his fatherôs wrath.  ñWhat in Sam Hillôs the matter 

with you, Boy?  We need the milk.  You have to watch that cow.ò 

 

The boys lived for the weekends.  Saturday night dances relieved their fatherôs 

dour depression and constant demands.  Theyôd hear him playing his fiddle, rehearsing 

the familiar dance tunes, Irish, Scottish, Appalachian jigs and reels, weepy ballads and 

waltzes for slow dancing.  They yearned to go with him and see the neighbors flinging 

off their puritanical ways for one night.  It was hard to imagine it.  Theyôd heard stories 

about the antics of their uncles and neighbors. Theyôd even heard gossip about fights 

breaking out when jokes or insults spun out of control.   As Christmas approached and 

Saturday drew near, Donald and Walter asked if they might go to the holiday dance.  

Their father automatically gave his accustomed answer: ñNope, Boys, those dances are 

for adults.  Children would be bored.ò  The two sisters chimed in, ñBut Dad, this is 
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Christmas time.  Why not let us go just this once?  We like to hear you play your fiddle.  

Please?ò  Their mother overheard and decided to intervene: ñWhy not, Ora?  The children 

have studied hard and brought home good grades this term.  The girls are teenagers.  The 

boys are young but know how to behave.  Weôll all go.ò 

 

Ora had an announcement before he gave his permission: ñThis Christmas was to 

be special. I had a big surprise for you.  Since youôve talked me into this foolishness, Iôm 

going to give you your Christmas present early.  Itôll be Donaldôs birthday gift as well.ò 

Ora went out the door leaving the family looking at each other bewildered.  What could 

he be talking about?  They heard the mare trotting away down the lane, then silence.  

ñMom, whatôs going on?ò Goldia asked.  ñI donôt know, Girls.  Your fatherôs been 

secretive lately.ò  A few minutes later, they heard an unfamiliar chugging and coughing 

coming up the drive.  Running to the window, Walter cried, ñLook!  Itôs Dad driving a 

car! Come quick.ò  Donald couldnôt believe his eyes.  There was a shiny, black sedan big 

enough for the whole family to ride to the dance, or anywhere else for that matter.  They 

all ran out onto the porch.  Ora opened the car door, stepped out onto the running board, 

and called out, ñWell, do want a ride or not?ò  The children climbed into the back seat 

while Dora walked cautiously around the back of the car to the front passenger seat.  

ñWait, Dora, let me open the car door for you,ò Ora said. 

 

  Donald asked, ñDad, is this the Oakland Mr. Beam wanted to sell you?ò 

 

ñYes, Son, I finally saved up the money.  Itôs an Oakland, all right.ò 
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Donald never forgot that first trial run in the Oakland.  In spite of the dust from 

the gravel road, the feeling of exhilaration was new.  His father proudly took them to see 

their Uncle Jim, pulling into his driveway and honking the comical horn twice.  Their 

relatives were duly impressed but skeptical.  ñWell, Ora,ò Jim started in, ñit may be the 

latest thing, but give me a good team of horses any day.ò  

 

 Aunt Gertie protested: ñNow Jim, youôre just jealous.  The horseless carriage is 

going to take over. Wait and see.  Dora, you all come in and sit awhile.  I just made 

coffee and thereôs some cake left.ò  

 

 ñWeôd like to stay, but the dance is tonight, and we decided the whole familyôd 

go to celebrate the holidays.ò Ora had his brother Jim turn the crank so heôd see how 

easily the engine started.  They watched as Ora used the reverse pedal, backing out of the 

driveway with only one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on the back of 

Doraôs seat so he could see behind him.  Donald was wild with desire.  He wanted 

desperately to drive this car, so he began to scheme ways to grow taller faster.  Heôd 

heard about vitamins.  Heôd eat more.  That should do it.  Meanwhile the dance was 

beginning in only a few hours. 

 

Ora had mixed feelings. The car could be a mistake, but it was paid for and heôd 

wanted one of these horseless carriages for a long time.   He felt self-conscious about 

taking his family to the dances for which he played and earned a little extra money, but at 
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least they were going in style.  Dora made sure the children were dressed in their best.  

Mozella wore her red plaid dress.  Goldia was decked out in her long, green velvet skirt 

with a high-necked white long-sleeved blouse.  Donald and Walter had to wear their 

knickers but felt grown-up in sweater vests.  Their father was elegant in his traditional 

dance-night suit, and their mother had her hair swept up on top of her head.  They 

thought she looked as excited as any of them.  As they left for the dance about dusk, 

Sarge barked forlornly.  This was new.  Leaving him alone on Saturday night?  Sacrilege! 

 

Arriving early, they piled out of their new car proudly, looking for neighbors.  A 

few farmers were there setting up tables inside the community center, leaving a dance 

floor vacant in front with room for the musicians in front of that.  Women were putting 

food out on tables along the left side of the large room.  Ora spotted the neighbor who 

played guitar and greeted him warmly. ñHowdy, Sam. Howzyer wrist?ò  Sam had played 

the week before with a wrist sprained from a farm accident. 

 

ñMuch the better, Ora. Thankee kindly.  Are ye ready fer yer buddy Doc tonight?ò 

 

Oraôs face darkened but he kept up the banter: ñOh, he donôt bother me none, 

Sam.  Say, Sam, have you met my family?  This hereôs Donald, our oldest son, and his 

brother Walter.  Right hereôs Goldie and Mozell, our daughters. You know môwife Dora, 

donôcha?ò 
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Sam nodded his greeting to all and said, ñI havenôt seen Ned.  Weôre gonnaô need 

him on the bass fiddle.ò   

 

 ñOh, heôll be along directly.  Donôt worry yerself about Ned.ò  Just then Doc 

Kernodle walked in.  ñDocôs had a few already, if Iôm not mistaken.  Anybody spike the 

punch?  Weôll have to keep the kids away from it.ò 

 

ñHavenôt seen, but it always seems to happen along about Christmas time.ò 

 

ñOk, letôs warm up.  You kids find yerselves a seat and be good, yôhear?ò 

 

Ora began tuning up, and Doc shouted, ñSay, Ory, you step on a catôs tail?ò His 

raucous laughter filled the room, and Ora clenched his jaw. 

 

The crowd was filling the room.  Donald looked around to find a friendly face 

from school.  His heart stopped.  There was Fay Scott and his family.  His pretty daughter 

was sitting primly, talking with her mother.  Should he go over and say hello to her?  He 

decided against it but sneaked a glance her way.  He caught her eye and she smiled.  Then 

he saw their teacher.  He said to Walter, ñHey, l-l-look there.  Itôs M-Miss M-McKinnon.  

Y-y-you stay here and Iôll b-b-bring you a g-g-glass of punch.ò  Walter said OK and 

hoped the music and dancing would start soon.  The fiddle struck up ñThe Teetotalerôs,ò 

a reel with lively cut time rhythm.  Then the guitar and bass joined in, sending the 

dancers on a rollicking reel set.  Without taking a break, the band launched into a jig 
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Donald recalled as ñLark in the Morning.ò Walter was entranced.  Hearing their father 

practicing his fiddle at home was nothing like this.  The fiddle caught the spirit of the 

dancers who began clogging two at a time in a joyous whoop.  Doc Kernodle was 

dancing with Miss McKinnon, and she was transformed.  Her hair was up and her cheeks 

were flushed; her eyes danced as she whirled around the floor.  As Doc rounded the 

corner nearest the musicians, he stepped on Oraôs foot and laughed.  ñOops, sorry, Ory.ò  

The band worked up to a final crescendo and finished with a flourish.  They segued into a 

waltz, and Doc hung onto Miss McKinnon for dear life.  As ñStar of the County Downò 

mellowed the spirits with its contagious ¾ time, Doc maneuvered Miss McKinnon 

toward the fiddler, and again Doc landed on Oraôs foot.  ñUh oh, beg pardon, Ory,ò Doc 

said.  The evening wore on, and Walter began to nod.  His eyes wouldnôt stay open.  

Donald also felt very sleepy.  His mother and sisters were chatting with neighbor girls 

and their parents and ignored the boys.  After more jigs and reels, the fiddle launched into 

a dreamy waltz that threatened to put the boys under for good.  As Donaldôs eyes 

drooped, he caught a glimpse of Doc again dancing closer and closer to his father.  He 

was doing this on purpose, Donald realized.  Sure enough, Docôs foot landed squarely on 

Oraôs, and before anyone knew what had happened Ora smashed Doc over the head with 

his fiddle.  The music came to a crashing halt.  Without a word, Ora grabbed his fiddle 

case, stuffed the fiddle into it, nodding to his wife and the children to follow him.  They 

drove home without a word spoken.  Donaldôs father never played his fiddle again. 

 

Christmas Eve was a solemn occasion for the family.  Dora had planned a 

traditional feast with baked chicken, sweet potato pie, green beans, hot rolls, and peach 
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pie, but after they ate, nobody felt like celebrating.  Donald went out to tend to the 

livestock: to feed the cows and pigs and make sure the water hadnôt frozen over in the 

tank and troughs.  He marveled at the new snow and the frozen branches on the trees, but 

his heart was heavy from the scene at the dance.  What on earth had possessed his father 

to break his precious fiddle?  Now it had a crack down the back and had no resonance.  

Mozella had determined to learn to play it, but sheôd have to find a way to buy a new one 

if she planned to be a violinist.  Maybe their Uncle Roy would give her lessons.  

Everyone admired his talent and knew he planned a career in music.   He might be able to 

find a fiddle for her.  Donald finished his chores, his face hurting from the cold wind, and 

went in the back door.  Walter was grinning like the Cheshire Cat.  ñHey, Donald, did 

you think weôd forgotten your birthday?ò  Donald looked bewildered as they gathered 

around him.  ñHang up your jacket and take off your boots.  Come into the parlor.  We all 

have a surprise for you.ò  Donald walked in to see his Uncle Milford and his father 

smoking their pipes.  His mother was knitting, and his sisters were sitting cross-legged on 

the floor as if waiting for something to happen.  Walter jumped up and handed Donald a 

small package wrapped in newspaper. ñSorry about the lousy wrapping job, but anyhow, 

Happy Birthday!ò  The girls sang ñHappy Birthdayò and even Walter joined in.  ñWell, 

open it, Donald,ò Walter urged.  ñIt was my idea, but they all pitched in to get it for you.ò 

 

Donald carefully unwrapped the package, opened the red box, and stared. He 

couldnôt believe his eyes.  It was a silver harmonica, or at least it looked like silver.  He 

smiled at his family and excused himself.  ñI think Iôll g-g-go practice,ò he said.  

Everyone laughed, and Uncle Milford said, ñBy this time next year, Donald, weôll all be 
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dancing to your French harp.ò  Mozella stole a glance at their father, but he seemed to be 

enjoying Donaldôs pleasure along with the rest of them.  Donald went upstairs to his 

room and experimented with his new gift.  It took some getting used to, but he soon got 

the hang of it and was playing simple tunes.  Here was something he could master.  Heôd 

work on his favorite songs until he could really play music.  He thought about how 

school had discouraged him, but now he was sure he could conquer the world.  One of his 

favorite Will Rogers quips came back to him: ñEven if youôre on the right track, youôll 

get run over if you just sit there.ò   
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Chapter 4 

The Great War 

 

USA is off to war while Shorty heads to school. 

His siblings seem so smart.  Why is he a fool? 

  

Uncle Milford wins the war aboard his Navy ship. 

Now home, he takes his nephews on an Indy 500 trip. 

  

Though the US wins the war; the League of Nations dies. 

Wilson cannot sell it, no matter how hard he tries. 

 

* * *  

 

The children were mortified by the scene at the dance, but having that Oakland 

sitting in their driveway was compensation.  Donaldôs birthday gift had cheered him, but 

his wild desire to drive the Oakland grew.  When no one was looking, he would sit in the 

driverôs seat and try to reach the pedals with his short legs, but then he couldnôt see over 

the dashboard.  He and Walter watched as their father put water in the radiator.  ñYou 

see, Boys,ò Ora would say, ñitôs important to keep water in the radiator. If the car 

overheats, you can damage the engine.ò  Their father stressed the value of maintenance, 

keeping the oil level safe and the tires correctly inflated.  He taught the boys how to 

change a tire and where to fill the radiator. 

 

One night Ora was awakened by a strange sound.  He crept silently into the 

kitchen, seeing nothing amiss.  Hearing the sound again, he followed the noise into the 

parlor.  There was Donald in his pajamas, feeling his way blindly down the narrow attic 

stairs.  Ora backed quietly into the kitchen watching the sleepwalker carefully stepping 



 61 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

through the kitchen to the well house where he filled a gallon bucket with water.  The boy 

walked back up the stairs with his half-full bucket, his father silently following in his 

footsteps.  In spite of his caution about waking a sleepwalker, Ora grew alarmed as 

Donald approached Walter, sleeping in his small bed along the wall.  He decided heôd 

better prevent a disaster. ñDonald, what are ye doinô?ò 

 

ñIôm filling the radiator with water, Dad.ò 

 

Ora slowly and carefully took the bucket of water from Donald before he could 

dump it onto Walterôs sleeping form.  He put Donald back into his bed and went back to 

bed, marveling that Donald had not stuttered. 

 

The next morning Ora read the newspaper to the family with great excitement. 

ñListen here, President Wilson is declaring war on Germany.  Says here that German subs 

have been sinking ships right and left. The Star has Wilsonôs entire speech, his war 

message; he says, óWe have no quarrel with the German people.ô The German farmers 

around here will be glad to hear that.ò  Sarcasm was an art with Donaldôs father, and he 

was learning to interpret his fatherôs subtle inferences.   The year was 1917, and the 

sinking of the British ocean liner Lusitania had been big news a year or so back, but this 

was even bigger from Donaldôs perspective.  The USA was at war!  He was in 4
th
 grade 

and learning to love science.  He couldnôt wait to get to the chapters on engines and 

flight. He liked math too. School wasnôt so bad. Heôd study hard and be a pilot in the war.  
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 Heôd been reading about Eddie Rickenbacker, the racecar driver.  His father had 

pointed out the Speedway Brickyard, the race track just twenty-five miles or so east of 

the farm.  They had to pass it on the way to the stockyard, taking pigs to market.  Donald 

remembered that Eddie Rickenbacker had been in the Indy 500 since heôd first heard his 

name.  Heôd never won, but Donald liked Eddieôs attitude and his philosophy that honest 

dealings were more important than anything else.  ñFast Eddieò was a pilot too and in the 

news because of his flamboyant personality and photogenic face.  When Rickenbacker 

joined the service and became part of the famed 94
th
 Squadron, the Indianapolis Star was 

full of stories and photos about his adventurous life. Donald was disappointed that theyôd 

cancelled the Indy 500 because of the War, but Rickenbacker wouldnôt have whined 

about it, Donald figured.   He looked up to the popular daredevil and hoped to model his 

career after Rickenbackerôs.  He could hardly wait for the annual Pratt reunion.  His 

Uncle Milford Pratt knew all about the War and Rickenbacker and the Indy 500.  Heôd 

ask Uncle Milford what he thought about his plans for the future. 

 

The Pratt Reunions were yearly events that the children looked forward to with 

eager anticipation.  Their aunts, uncles, cousins, and stray Pratts from all over the state 

gathered in the Lebanon Park to exchange gossip and insults.  The girls loved to be the 

brunt of Uncle Jimôs humor, and he always dished out the flattery: ñWhy, Goldie, youôre 

so grown up I thought you were one of the ladies.ò  Goldia tried to look unimpressed, but 

her uncleôs comments made her blush.  Heôd say, ñMozell, howôd you get so purty beinô 

a Pratt and all?ò  The food was sumptuous, enough to feed Coxeyôs Army, as Uncle 

Hobart always said.  Uncle Roy brought his fiddle and played for the gathering as the 
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afternoon waned.  He was hoping to audition successfully for the Indianapolis Symphony 

Orchestra.  Meanwhile, heôd play jigs and reels for the girls.  Cousin Margaret loved to 

dance to his fiddle tunes, and other cousins might join in as the mood struck them.  The 

family legend about Samuel Clemens was an annual topic of surmise.  ñWhere is Talitha 

Clemens Prattôs grave?ò  Aunt Mildred asked Lide.  ñWell, itôs over in that patch of 

woods in back of the old Pratt Homestead just off the Jamestown Road.  The whole 

family is buried there with her.  There must be six or eight headstones.  They say her 

father was Mark Twainôs fatherôs cousin.  They came to Missouri from Kentucky back in 

the early 19
th
 Century.ò  So the legend grew, but nobody had dug up the documents to 

prove this illustrious connection.  Aunt Gertie had gone up to the Allen County 

Genealogy Library in Fort Wayne, but sheôd gotten discouraged at the required research.  

 

The Pratt Reunion in 1917 was all about the war.  Theyôd considered canceling 

the yearly gathering, but Donaldôs Grandmother Pratt had insisted it should continue.  

ñWeôre not hindering the war effort by meeting in Lebanon,ò sheôd said caustically.   

Goldia and Mozella enjoyed catching up on gossip with their cousins, Margaret, Ruth, 

Marjorie, and Esther.  Cousin Wesley was still a toddler but already showing signs of 

being a prodigy.  He loved to sing and listened intently to Uncle Royôs violin.  His 

exceptional intelligence was evident in his questions and intense interest in the 

automobiles parked around the picnic area.  Donald liked Wesley and tried to answer his 

questions the best he could. His Uncle Ora took Wesley over to the Oakland, lifted him 

up to look under the hood.  ñSee there, Wesley, thatôs a 4-cylinder job with a hundred 

horsepower. Thatôs a lot of horses, isnôt it?ò  Wesley looked solemn; then he laughed. 
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The Pratts were arguing about the war.  ñPres. Wilson could have maintained our 

neutrality,ò Uncle Roy said.  Uncle Jim objected: ñNow wait, this is our war too.  The 

German government has over and over sunk our ships and harassed our trade.  You canôt 

let a bully push you around.ò  Uncle Milford insisted: ñItôs the airplanes thatôs gonnaô 

win this war, and it ainôt gonnaô be that German Flying Circus.ò  Uncle Jim replied, 

ñYeah, the Strutters are starting to make a difference already.  The Americans have crack 

pilots who throw caution to the wind.  Thatôs how weôre gonnaô beat those Germans.ò  

 

Donald had been waiting for his chance.  His father lit his pipe and his uncles 

stretched, lethargic after eating too much good food.  Uncle Jim loosened his belt a notch 

and settled back into a lawn chair.  As Uncle Milford reached for another deviled egg, 

Donald edged over to him and asked: ñUncle Milford, what d-d-do you think about old 

Rickenbacker?  D-D-Do you think heôs gonnaô race again after the warôs over?ò  Milford 

smiled and said confidentially, ñDonôt you worry about Fast Eddie.  Whether heôs racing 

on the track or flying one óa them Strutters, heôs a real American hero.ò Don grinned at 

his uncle and ran off to find Walter.  The men lowered their voices, ñBeen reading about 

Mata Hari?  They say sheôs the best spy in the history of the world.  Uses sex to get 

Allied secrets to the German high command and maybe vicey versey.  Fearless, they 

say.ò The women usually avoided talking politics and werenôt as interested in the war as 

their husbands, but Donaldôs sisters were listening intently while they pretended to be 

paying attention to their croquet game.  Mozella said, ñIf I were a spy, Iôd use a hollow 

book and pretend to be taking it to the Allied Commander.  Nobody suspects a bookish 
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girl, especially one wearing glasses.ò  Goldia and Margaret were close to winning the 

round of croquet, but Margaret laughed: ñWhy is it that our mothers and aunts never talk 

and argue with the men?ò  Mozella replied, ñThey figure theyôd have an unfair 

advantage.  Itôs just good sportsmanship.ò  Goldia said, ñI admire Mata Hari.  Iôll bet 

sheôs making a fortune.ò The other girls looked shocked but secretly they had to admit 

Mata Hari was an intriguing celebrity.  The newspapers and magazines loved people like 

her.  She was probably rich.   

 

Donald and Walter began paying close attention when their father read the paper 

aloud every morning.  They were especially concerned about Uncle Milford Pratt, who 

was going off to the war.  He was in the Navy and wouldnôt have to fight in trenches, but 

there was no safe place on the battlefields and not even on the oceans, especially on the 

oceans.  The German subs, the U-boats, were deadliest of all, if the stories in the papers 

were right.  Their comical, wonderful Uncle Milford might not come back.  It was a 

sobering thought, but the boys devoured the war stories: the doughboys, the Sopwith 

Camels, the Strutter bi-planes, huge tanks, Big Berthas, flame throwers, gas masks to 

protect soldiers against chlorine gas and other terrible chemical weapons the Germans 

were using.  They heard Ora reading about a new ship called an aircraft carrier.  It 

boggled their young minds.  The US was bound to beat the Krauts, but who would have 

to die?  Would they have courage if they were old enough to be in the military?   What 

would it be like to drown with a shipload of your buddies?   
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  At school as 1918 brought steady gains for the Allies and America, the teacher 

tried to instill patriotism in her students.  With American victories capturing headlines, 

this part of her job wasnôt difficult, but the war troubled the children.   Timmy raised his 

hand, ñMiss McKinnon, why are we fighting the Germans?  My family came from 

Germany.ò   

 

ñTimmy, President Wilson has made it clear that we have no quarrel with the 

German people.  German leaders let power go to their heads.  We must fight tyranny and 

make the world safe for democracy.ò  Wilson had known that a good slogan is worth its 

weight in gold, especially in politics.  Here was an idea that school children could 

understand and remember.  Walter was listening carefully, but he was uneasy and 

glanced over at Donald.  How could a boy fight tyranny?  It was just a word.  How could 

guns and airplanes overcome ideas?  How could killing people bring democracy?  He felt 

guilty that he and his brother enjoyed the war.  It was a puzzle that he couldnôt put 

together.  He and Donald had more fun pretending to be Eddie Rickenbacker than any 

peacetime hero.  It seemed wrong to Walter that war was so much fun.  Goldiaôs best 

friend Julie raised her hand: ñMiss McKinnon, why did they execute Mata Hari?ò  The 

girls had been discussing the execution in hushed voices before school.  ñShe was a spy,ò 

the teacher asserted and then changed the subject.   

 

 

During the summer of 1918 Donald and Walter played war games exclusively.  

Their tree house was a Sopwith Camel, and they fought the aerial war from the hickory 
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tree beside the red barn. Donald was Eddie Rickenbacker, flying his deadly bi-plane 

against the Germans. He was always skillful at eluding Archie.  He couldnôt get enough 

of the warôs slang: ñHere c-c-comes the d-d-deadly Sopwith Camel, d-d-dodging Archie, 

g-g-gunning down the Hunôs F-F-Flying Circus!ò  Walter asked, ñWhatôs Archie?ò  The 

older brother loved to explain these things to Walter. ñArchie is anti-aircraft f-fire.  When 

F-Fast Eddie g-g-goes up in his b-bi-plane w-with the N-N-Ninety-fourth, heôs in danger 

every s-s-second from Archie.ò  Walter nodded.  ñHey, W-W-Walter, dôyou th-think 

youôll ever f-f-fly an airplane?ò  Walter just smiled his wry smile and shook his head.  

Donald said, ñSome d-d-day Iôm g-gonnaô fly m-m-my own plane.  W-W-Wait and see.ò 

 

As the Great War began to wind down and America helped the Allies defeat the 

enemy, the children caught victoryôs fervent spirit. Donald and Walter couldnôt wait to 

ask Uncle Milford a million questions when he returned home from the war.  Ora invited 

his brother-in-law over for dinner one evening after Dora mentioned again how eager the 

children were to see him.  In civilian clothes Milford looked older and not as impressive 

as his nieces and nephews remembered, but the boys were in awe of their sailor uncle.  

ñDid the Krauts shoot at you?ò  Walter asked.  

 

Donald interrupted, ñH-H-He was on a sh-ship, W-Walter.ò   

 

Uncle Milford smiled sadly: ñWell, Boys, our ship did take some enemy fire, but 

the damage wasnôt catastrophic, thank the Lord.ò   
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Walter said, ñDid you see Eddie Rickenbacker, the Flying Ace, over there?ò 

 

Their uncle laughed, ñFraid not, Walter.  Navy life isnôt as exciting as the news 

reels make out.ò  

 

Donald hesitated, but he impulsively asked: ñD-D-Do you m-m-miss the w-war?ò 

 

The long silence embarrassed the boys.  Donald was afraid heôd asked a question 

he shouldnôt have.  Finally Milford sighed and said, ñSometimes, yes I do.  You make 

close friends in war, and you miss your buddies.  Civilian life can be mighty boring.ò 

 

Young Walter sensed that their uncle didnôt really enjoy talking about the war, so 

he changed the subject to the Indy 500 since he and Donald loved the races. 

 

ñUncle Milford, did you ever meet Howdy Wilcox?    

 

ñNow, Boys, thereôs a fellaô worth your time.  Heôs from Crawfordsville just west 

of us.  He drove a Stutz in the 1915 Indy 500 and rumor is that heôs going to go for the 

win this year with a Peugeot.  Heôs a great guy, a real Hoosier.ò   

 

As Memorial Day, 1919, grew near, Uncle Milford, a Pratt bachelor whoôd taken 

an interest in Donald and Walter, decided they needed a break from their farm chores.  

Ora had no interest in the racing sport, but he agreed to let Milford take the two boys to 
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the races.  Dora was hesitant, but she was proud of her brother and knew her sons 

admired their uncle. ñNow Milford, make sure the boys behave.  Theyôre not used to the 

big city.ò Donald was so excited he could hardly eat.  ñHey Walter, d-d-dôyou think w-

weôll see old Howdy Wilcox?  I m-m-mean, up c-c-close?ò   

 

Walter was eating a big breakfast, wolfed down his eggs and bacon, and looked 

up at his older brother: ñDunno, Donald, could be.ò 

 

The splendor of that day at the Brickyard was beyond words.  The smell of the 

gasoline, the heart-stopping rumble of all those engines, the laughter and cheering of the 

huge crowd: Donald was transported.  ñL-L-Look, Walter, thereôs N-Number 3. Thatôs 

H-H-Howdy!ò  Uncle Milford got the boys hot dogs, and they sat in the stands on the 

final straight-away before the pagoda.  Donald thought the world had never looked so 

promising, so hopeful, so modern.  He couldnôt believe the speeds, the bright cars 

splitting the air with their deafening roar, the terrifying risks every time the daring drivers 

sped around the oval, nearly bumping each other.  Uncle Milford was at home, at last, 

and able to watch the Indy 500.  The race had been cancelled because of the war the two 

years before, so here was a chance for racing fans and other patriotic folks to celebrate 

Americaôs victory.  They were proud to attend the Liberty Sweepstakes, as the officials 

decided to call the annual race that year.   The final laps brought such excitement that 

Donald thought he might not survive. He had to remember to breathe in and out.  Howdy 

Wilcox was in the lead, lap after lap, and when the Hoosier flashed by in the lead the 

final lap, Donald heard a brass band playing a tune he had known since heôd learned to 
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sing: ñBack Home Again in Indiana.ò  Donald began to sing with the band and shivers 

ran up his spine as he heard the huge crowd all around them singing the Hoosier anthem 

with him.  ñWhen I dream about the moonlight on the Wabash, Then I long for my 

Indiana home,ò the crowd, including Donald and Walter and their Uncle Milford, sang. 

Donald was wishing he had thought to bring his harmonica. 

 

The next day was Sunday, and their father never read the fat Sunday edition of the 

Indianapolis Star until after church at Old Union.  As they waited for their mother to put 

Sunday dinner on the table, mouths watering, smelling the stewed chicken and 

dumplings, baked rolls, and cherry pie, Ora turned to the sports page and read aloud: 

ñHowdy Wilcox Wins 500ò! Donald and Walter read over his shoulder as he continued: 

ñHoosier driver from the little city of Crawfordsville reached speeds of 100 miles per 

hour, racing to victory at this yearôs Indy 500, dubbed The Liberty Sweepstakes.  He 

came away with unprecedented winnings of $20,000.ò   

 

Donald added: ñDad, y-y-you shouldôve s-seen the c-c-crowd.ò 

 

Walter said, ñUncle Milford got us hot dogs and cream sodas too.ò   

 

 Donald wanted his father to understand how exciting the day had been. ñD-Dad, 

Howdy was d-d-driving car #3.  It w-w-was a Peugeot.  Man-oh-m-man, could that c-car 

go!ò  He felt such a longing to experience that exhilarating excitement again.  With the 

war over, peace time offered different opportunities.  America was on the move, Donald 
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had heard over and over.  Heôd have to move with it.  He vowed to do better in school.  

That was where heôd have to start.   

 

When the Treaty of Versailles was signed, Miss McKinnon explained the part 

President Wilson had played in writing his Fourteen Points and used the civics discussion 

to explain the importance of learning to compromise.  Goldia asked, ñBut why didnôt the 

United States sign the treaty?ò  The teacher couldnôt give a clear answer. ñThe U.S. 

Senate wouldnôt approve the Versailles Treaty.ò  Fernôs hand went up. ñExcuse me, Miss 

McKinnon, shouldnôt the United States join the League of Nations?ò  Miss McKinnon 

said, ñAmerica should avoid entangling alliances and world organizations.  We can 

protect ourselves.ò  Donald couldnôt understand why the Presidentôs desire for a League 

of Nations was unpopular in America.  He and Walter, young as they were, had heard 

Uncle Milford, after he returned from the war intact, talking sadly about the destruction 

and waste of nations fighting each other.  Wouldnôt a league of nations help keep the 

peace?  The boys, in spite of exuberant enthusiasm for the airplanes, the battles, the 

powerful weapons, were at heart pacifists. 
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Chapter 5 

The Oakland 

 

Donôs suspended for fighting Mack, a ñbully son of a beechò 

 Dad supports his sonôs brave action.  Mom serves a cobbler of peach. 

   

  When tires go flat, radiator boils, the bolting of horses near, 

 In keeping the Oakland running, Don proves he has no peer. 

   

 Blizzard of ô21 takes the life of a tiny calfôs mother. 

 Family saves the little guy, raising it like a brother. 

 
* * *  

 

 Goldia had shown her remarkable ability to absorb education in great 

quantities in short periods of time and had earned her associateôs degree from Central 

Normal Teachersô College before she turned eighteen.  This allowed her to fill a sudden 

vacancy at the Hendricks School after Miss McKinnon ran off with Billy Kennedy, a 

handsome officer whoôd returned from the war and persuaded her to become Mrs. 

Kennedy.  She was somewhat older than Billy, but his status as lieutenant and the snazzy 

uniform made up in a semblance of maturity what he lacked in years.  Small rural schools 

like the Hendricks often found it difficult to replace teachers in mid-year, but Goldiaôs 

timing was excellent.  She had been riding to classes with an older school chum every 

day and studying at night for a year and a half in order to qualify as a teacher in the state 

of Indiana.  The college had allowed her to double up courses, and sheôd done well with 

the heavy load.  She went to see the head trustee, Fred Huckstep: ñMr. Huckstep, Iôm 

here to apply for the teaching job thatôs just gone vacant at the Hendricks School.  I have 
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my transcript and three letters of recommendation.ò  Fred had known Goldia for years 

and could see no reason not to hire her.   

 

Goldiaôs brothers had mixed feelings about their sisterôs new position. They 

figured things couldnôt get too much worse.  School was school.  Mozella was skeptical.  

ñGoldie, how are you going to be fair with your own sister and brothers in your classes?ò  

 

 Goldia replied, ñMozell, when have you ever earned anything lower than an A in 

any class?  You can help me organize the lower classes and even teach sometimes.  We 

can be a team.ò   

 

ñOK that might work out, but Walter is shy and Donald has severe speech and 

writing problems.  How can we deal with that?ò 

 

ñDonôt worry, Mozell, I wonôt play favorites or show any preference for Walter or 

Donald. Youôll see.  Iôll be as fair as any teacher ever has been.ò 

 

With their sister teaching school, Walter and Donald kept to the same routine.  

The brothers still rode the school hack, which had not been replaced with a school bus 

since the county found it more economical to leave things as they were for the time 

being.  Mozella also rode with her friends in the hack, but Goldia took the trotting mare 

and their two-seater, a light buggy sometimes called a brougham, so she could maintain 

her new status as teacher.  As the school year got underway, the 8
th
-grade boy who had 
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served as janitor dropped out of school, and the trustees appointed Donald janitor since 

he had made a reputation in the community for hard work and reliability.  He could ride 

home after he completed his custodial chores with his sister, the new teacher.  It was a 

solid plan, and Donald felt grown-up, working for a wage, however meager.  Heôd save 

for his education, maybe aeronautical engineering.  That was the current rage as the war 

ended. Although their parents had not gone to college, they just assumed their four 

children would naturally want to pursue higher education.  That was the wave of the 

future.  How they would pay for it was the problem. 

 

 The Pennington brothers were still giving Donald a hard time, but heôd 

developed ploys for avoiding them or deflecting their stupid insults.  It helped that the 

oldest, Zach, had dropped out of school, and only Jack and Mack were left to torment 

him. The first day back at school with his big sister standing erect and stern at the head of 

the classroom behind the elevated desk was a shock.  He couldnôt adjust to the change, so 

he avoided raising his hand or volunteering answers.  Miss Hines was commanding 

respect and engaging the children in learning.  Donald felt a warm sense of pride in his 

sisterôs authority.  Mack Pennington, however, was determined to undermine Goldiaôs 

new position and grab control of the situation.  He tossed a spit ball at Walter just as 

Donald looked up at him.  Walter felt the back of his neck and went back to writing his 

lesson.  Again Mack threw a slimy spitball at Walter, but this time Walter saw him and 

ducked.  The spitball hit Jeannie Scott, the lovely, perfect paragon of girlhood.  It hit her 

face, and she gasped.  This was too much for Donald to bear.  He leaped across the aisle 

and grabbed Mackôs wrist.  ñD-D-Donôt throw spitb-b-balls at my brother, you S.O.B-B.ò  
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Mack, with no hesitation, slugged Donald with his other fist, giving him a bloody nose.  

The room exploded with excitement.  Donald hit Mack in the stomach, but Mack landed 

another solid punch to Donaldôs face.  Blood was dripping on Donaldôs new clothes, even 

his handsome, brown shoes were stained with his own blood.  Oh, how Donald hated 

Mack!  He hit Mack again in the gut.  Goldia shouted angrily at the boys: ñDonald! 

Mack! Stop that fighting this minute!ò    

 

Goldia was busy calming Jeannie and the other girls while she shouted orders to 

the older boys. ñSam, grab Mack and keep him from doing any more injury.   Henry, get 

a cloth from my top drawer and wipe up the blood.  Donald, you sit down and behave.ò  

Henry ran out to the pump, yelled at Ralph to pump some water onto the cloth, and 

hurried back in to clean up the mess.  Donald waved him away: ñDonôt b-b-b-bother, 

Henry.  M-M-My clothes are ruined.  L-L-Let me use the rag to c-c-clean off my face.ò  

His nose hurt like nothing else he could remember.  He wondered if it was broken. He 

handed the cloth back to Henry, who scrubbed the desks where the ruckus had occurred. 

Mozella was talking quietly with the younger girls, wondering what Goldiaôs next move 

was going to be.  Goldia went to her desk where she announced: ñChildren, fighting is a 

serious offense.  No matter who started it, both Donald and Mack will be suspended for 

ten days, with homework to be turned in when they return.  This will remain on their 

school records.ò  Mack looked relieved, but before the new teacher could snatch victory 

from him, he snarled, ñIôm not doinô any damn homework for you.  Youôll be lucky if I 

ever come back to this po-dunk school.ò    It sounded like an unexpected vacation to 

Mack, but Donald groaned inside. ñWhat is Dad going to say?  What will he do?  Iôm 
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sure to get a whipping.ò  The afternoon limped by.  Time dragged its feet, holding 

Donald in a tight grip.  At last Goldia rang the final bell.  The students hurried onto the 

school hack, leaving a heavy silence in their wake.  Donald was mortified.  Without a 

word, he began sweeping, taking out the ashes from the stoves, carrying in wood for the 

next day.  His sister sat at her desk grading papers.  As dusk lengthened the shadows and 

the room grew dark, she lit the coal oil lamp and finished her paperwork.  Then she got 

up:  ñCome on, Donald.  Youôve done enough for one day.  Letôs go home.  By the way, 

where did you learn about S.O.B.?ò  They climbed into the buggy, and Goldia let Donald 

take the reins.  The moon hadnôt risen, and the gravel road was narrow, but in the 

darkness the trotting mare Belle knew every one of the seven turns.  Donald slowed the 

horse as they gained the driveway entrance.  He knew Belle was notorious for ñhobbing 

the postò; she would cut the corner too short, tipping the buggy over if the driver werenôt 

careful. 

 

That evening at supper Donald concentrated on his food, not raising his eyes.  His 

father asked: ñWell, Donald, how was your day at school?  Is your sister a good teacher?ò 

Mozella held her breath.  She knew Walter wouldnôt say a word about the incident, and 

she was uncertain how Goldia would handle their parentsô reaction.  Mozella had seen the 

whole thing and figured she should be the one to report it.  The air in the room seemed 

heavy.  ñDad, Donald is suspended for ten days, but it wasnôt really his fault.ò  Ora 

stopped eating, looked up from his green beans and pork chops. ñWhat do you have to 

say, Donald?  Is this true?ò  
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 Donald took a deep breath: ñYes, D-D-Dad.  M-M-Mack Pennington threw spitb-

b-balls at W-W-Walter a-and one s-s-slimy one hit J-J-Jeannie, so I g-g-grabbed his arm.  

Th-Th-Then he p-p-punched mm-mm-me in the f-f-face,ò   

 

ñDid you defend yourself, Boy?ò 

 

ñY-Y-Yes, Dad.  I hit him in the g-g-g-gut.ò   

 

ñGood.ò   

 

Donald looked up in surprise.  His father wasnôt angry?  Wasnôt he going to get 

the strap?   He quickly took another bite of his supper, waiting for the ax to fall. 

 

His mother said, ñWould everybody like some peach cobbler?ò 

 

The air in the room lifted, tension drained away, and Goldia said, ñDonald can do 

his homework all week here and bring it in next Thursday.ò 

 

That night Donald couldnôt get to sleep, but somehow he felt older.  Walter was 

snoring across the way.  Donald slipped out of his bed and tiptoed downstairs.  The full 

moon was rising.  Was it the harvest moon?  The wolf moon?  He thought the face in the 

moon looked like his: chubby, serious, bewildered.  He rested his elbows on the sill and 

watched the moon shadows shift under the trees as the wind blew the branches, leaves 
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falling to the ground.  Winter was on its way, but heôd have over a week of fall weather 

free of school boredom.  Life was good. 

 

The next morning, Donald woke with the others and went out to tend to his 

chores.  He passed the Oakland sitting in the driveway and had an urge to get behind the 

wheel.  Watching the others head down the driveway to catch the hack, he figured his 

older sister had left earlier and would already be at school, building the fire in the stove.  

During this cool fall weather only one stove was necessary, but Goldie would still have a 

double load with Donald grounded for the week.  Sheôd manage.  His sisters had grown 

into attractive young ladies, but more important, Donald thought, they had ambition.  He 

knew Mozell wanted to start teacher training as soon as Central Normal accepted her 

application.  She was following in her older sisters footsteps: taking a double load, junior 

and senior courses together.  She had also requested a test-out, to qualify for early 

entrance into the college in Danville.  Donald went in the back door and heard his mother 

calling: ñDonald, you havenôt had breakfast yet.  Better come eat while itôs hot.ò   

 

ñOK, M-M-Mom.ò 

 

His father was drinking his second cup of coffee and reading the newspaper.  

ñProhibition has stirred up a hornetôs nest, Dora.  I saw it coming.  Theyôre arresting 

folks right and left for selling moonshine and running gin houses. The police arrested the 

owner and customers at a speakeasy in Indy yesterday.ò 
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Dora nodded: ñBut Ora, you know drinking is a curse.  Hard liquor is the devilôs 

own weapon.  We have to give prohibition a chance.ò 

 

ñWell, alcohol will find its way to those who want it.  Prohibitionôll never work.ò 

 

ñDad,ò Donald ventured a question: ñG-Goldie was t-t-telling us about the 

troubles in Ireland.  H-Have you heard about the B-B-Black & Tans oppressinô the 

Irish?ò  

 

ñYes, Son, but the Irish will rise up.  The Brits canôt hold the Irish down forever.ò  

 

Donald finished his oatmeal and pushed his chair back.  His father cleared his 

throat and said, ñSon, how would you like to learn to drive the Oakland?ò  Donaldôs face 

lit up.  He couldnôt believe his ears.   

 

ñSh-Sh-Sure, Dad, but d-do you think Iôm b-b-big enough.  M-M-My legs arenôt 

very l-l-long, and the k-kids call me Shorty all the t-time.  Y-You think Iôm old enough?ò 

 

ñLetôs go see.ò  His father took him to the barn where he had rigged up a wooden 

box the right size for the driverôs seat.  He opened the car door and motioned for Donald 

to climb up and sit on the box.  Donald could see over the dashboard but he still couldnôt 

reach the pedals.  ñLet me work on this awhile, Son.ò  They went back into the barn 

where Ora searched through his wood scraps and tools.  He had Donald measure the 
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pedals, and they finagled booster blocks for the pedals, fastened them on securely, and 

Ora showed Donald how to check the water, oil, and air before starting the engine.  ñThe 

other day I was reading about a new electric starter that a feller named Kettering 

invented, but meanwhile, weôre stuck with this stubborn crank.ò   

 

They turned it over until the engine caught, coughed, and chugged smoothly.  

ñOK, now Son, ease the forward pedal with your right foot while you operate the clutch 

with your left foot.  Your right foot has to be ready to use the brake at any time.ò  Donald 

felt the car jerk and stall.  He was awkward and green.  He could do it, though; he knew 

it.  He tried the coordination between his left foot and right foot again, and this time after 

a quick jerk, the car moved forward and down the driveway.  Donald was sweating, 

hoping they didnôt meet any buggies.  He knew how farmers hated it when a car scared 

their horses.  When they got back home, Donald was so happy he couldnôt contain 

himself.  Why was his father letting him drive the Oakland?  Heôd be twelve in 

December, and although there werenôt any laws about age limits for driving a car or 

requirements about needing a license, he knew that what they were doing was risky.  He 

hesitated, then asked his father: ñDad, I really l-l-like d-d-driving the car, but m-m-maybe 

Iôm too y-y-y-young?ò   

 

Ora looked hard at his son and said, ñSon, Iôm going to need you to drive Mozell 

to Danville twice a week from now on.  Sheôs been accepted into teacher training, and I 

donôt have time to take her.  She canôt drive it because I need the Oakland here during the 

day.  Sheôs going to have classes every Friday and Saturday.  You think you can do 
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that?ò  A boy, whether he is technically a teenager at twelve or not, remembers a moment 

in time when he is no longer a child.  His relationship with the rest of his world changes.  

The air he breathes has a different quality.  His heart beats to a headier rhythm.  Donald 

squared his shoulders. 

 

ñI expect I c-c-can d-d-do it, Dad.ò  Donald said confidently.   He finished his 

chores with record speed and hurried back to the Oakland that evening.  He climbed in 

and sat on the wooden box.   He memorized the controls, the knobs and gauges.  What if 

he ran into something?  Danville was about ten miles from the farm.  Heôd gone with his 

father to buy feed and supplies, checking the odometer and learning to calculate the miles 

per gallon of gasoline the Oakland got.  He already knew the route heôd take to save time.  

The North Salem road was one of the few paved county roads, but heôd have to take the 

gravel road from their house south to the hickory grove, take a right past Coveyôs, then a 

left to the Bartlett log cabin.  There heôd have to watch for traffic, both wheel and hoof, 

then follow the crooked road to State Road 75 that would take him into North Salem.  At 

the crossroads in the center of town heôd turn left onto 236 that would take them straight 

to Danville.  It wouldnôt be long before he knew the route by heart the way Belle knew 

the route from home to school and back. 

 

  Mozella came out to the car after her day at the Hendricks School.  She was 

acting as Goldiaôs teaching assistant now that she had passed the entrance exam and 

matriculated into the Central Normal College freshman class.  She climbed into the 

passenger seat and smiled at her brother. ñHi, Donald.  Dad just told me that youôre going 
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to drive me to my classes at Central Normal in Danville.  What a swell idea.ò  She was 

aware of his lack of confidence and worried that his suspension from school had made his 

shyness worse.  Secretly she was uneasy about his ability to navigate the big Oakland.  

Ten miles there and ten miles back was a big responsibility for an eleven year old.  What 

if they had an accident?  She had read about crashes, knew how vulnerable theyôd be on 

the road.  What if they had a flat?  What if the radiator boiled over?  What if it blew up in 

the middle of the trip?  How would they get home?  ñAre you sure you can do it?ò she 

asked him anxiously.   

 

ñLetôs d-d-drive to the end of the lane and b-b-b-back.  Iôll show y-y-you,ò 

Donald replied.   He got out, went around to the front of the car, cranked the engine until 

it caught, coughed, then chugged contentedly.  Climbing back onto his box, Donald 

pushed the clutch in and then let it out gently to engage the gear.  The Oakland gave a 

jerk, but moved forward in the twilight.  The brother and sister sat in silence as the car 

reached the end of the lane.  Then Donald used the reverse band to back up the driveway, 

veering off only once with Mozella gasping and Donald laughing at her.  ñD-D-Donôt 

worry, Mozell, weôre g-g-going to get to D-Danville and b-b-back.  N-N-No problem!ò   

 

The first trip into Danville with his sister should have been uncomplicated since 

Donald was still under punishment for the fight and wasnôt supposed to be in school 

anyway.  Mozella was wearing her best skirt and shirtwaist.  Sheôd gone into Lebanon 

with their parents for new shoes and a briefcase the Saturday before.  Their dad had let 

Donald drive once they reached State Highway 39, which was also paved.  It was a good 
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trial run and gave Donald more confidence that he could get his sister to college without 

wrapping the Oakland around a tree.  He was a pre-teenager behind the wheel of an 

automobile.  Life was as beautiful as it was ever going to get, he thought.  The fall day 

was perfectly clear, the colors of autumn: green, gold, a touch of russet, and the sky deep 

blue, the crystal blue he associated with Crater Lake, on a postcard his Uncle Jim had 

sent.  The Oakland negotiated the turns and accelerated down the hills headed into North 

Salem, but as they approached the four-way crossroads to turn onto Hwy. 236, Mozella 

shouted, ñLook out, Donald, thereôs a team of horses on your right!ò  Donald slammed on 

the brake, but it spooked the horses, sending them racing down Pearl Street.  He could 

hear the farmer cursing and shouting at the horses.   Donald caught his breath, signaled 

with his left arm and headed left onto 236.  Halfway to Danville, the steam began rolling 

from the radiator in front.  Mozella said, ñYouôd better stop a minute and let the car rest.ò 

 

ñWe should have p-p-plenty of t-time to get you to c-class by 10:00.  I brought a 

c-c-can of water.ò  Donald climbed down from his wooden box, grabbed the can of water 

and tried to turn the radiator cap. He flinched as the cap burned his hand.  ñThrow m-me 

that rag in under the d-d-dashboard, Mozell.ò  Spotting the rag under her seat, she tossed 

it to him.   Carefully holding the rag to protect his hand, he finally got the cap off and 

poured water as steam boiled out of the radiator.  Cranking the engine, they got back on 

the road and waved to the few cars going the other way as they sailed along past the 

Danville city limit sign.  ñAlmost there!ò Donald shouted.  He drove through Ellis Park 

feeling important that he knew a shortcut and pulled up in front of the college entrance.  

ñThanks, Donald.  Hope you get back home all right.  Iôll see you this afternoon about 4.ò  
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Mozella climbed down and walked regally up the steps.  Donald pulled away from the 

curb, drove around the courthouse square and headed back west for home.  As he coasted 

down the long hill below the lofty brick house just above Myersô farm, he heard a loud 

explosion, and the car lurched.  O no, he thought, a flat, the thing he dreaded most.  His 

mind went blank.  How did the jack work?  He went through his dadôs instructions step 

by step in his mind as he eased the Oakland off the road.  It was on an angle, leaning 

precariously away from the highway.  He found two big rocks and placed one in front of 

each front wheel.  The rear left tire was flat, so he put the jack in the spot his father had 

shown him under the left axel and used the lever to jack up the car.  It seemed to wobble 

as it rose.  Taking the spare tire out of its tire well, he rolled it into position and loosened 

the bolts holding the flat onto the hub.  Easing the flat off the hub, he put the spare on and 

then screwed all the bolts into place. He jacked the car back down and replaced the jack 

in its storage compartment. Then he found the wrench he needed and tightened all the 

bolts.  Dusting off his hands, he cranked the engine until it caught, climbed back onto his 

box, and he was off.  Taking the road back slowly, trying not to overheat the engine, he 

heard hoof beats gaining on him, speeding up. A trotting mare pulling a sleek buggy 

whizzed past him, the driver laughing as he urged the horse to go faster still.  Donald 

knew what was coming: ñGet a horse!ò the driver called out to the boy. 

 

When Donald pulled into the driveway, he was exhausted and hungry.  He parked 

the Oakland quickly and ran into the house.  He could smell a pie baking and saw his 

mother working in the garden, picking the last of the tomatoes.  ñHowdy, M-M-Mom,ò 

he called out happily.  ñM-M-Man, I c-c-could eat a h-h-horse!ò   
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Dora was more relieved than she let on to see her son back in one piece and the 

car as well, looking none the worse for wear.  ñHow was your drive into Danville, Son?ò 

 

ñO.K., Mom.  Whereôs D-D-Dad?ò  

 

ñHeôs waiting for the Oakland so he can go into Jamestown to mail an important 

letter and get his medicine.  His diabetes is getting worse.  He and Iôve had our lunch, but 

thereôs plenty left for you. I left it on the table.ò 

 

ñTh-Thanks, Momò Donald ate like a starving dog, gulping down a glass of milk 

with the beef stew and biscuits.  He opened the Norge fridge and poured himself another 

glass of cold milk to drink with the pie.  He knew he should be thinking about doing his 

homework, but the weather was too perfect to stay indoors. 

 

Ora came through the back screen door, letting it slam behind him.  He washed up 

at the well house basin and addressed his son respectfully.  ñWell, Son, how did your 

drive into Danville go?ò 

 

ñJust f-fine, Dad, but the r-r-radiator overheated and I had to p-p-put more water 

in to get to t-town.  Then c-coming back I had to change a f-flat, but I think I did it right.ò 

 

ñHow did the box work for you?ò 
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ñGreat, Dad.ò  He didnôt mention frightening the team of horses or nearly being 

run off the road by the speeding buggy and its insolent driver. 

 

When he drove back to Danville to pick up his sister at the college, he nearly ran 

over a squirrel trying to cross the road just as the Oakland was bearing down on it.  Here 

were hazards he hadnôt counted on.  As long as he didnôt hit any dogs, heôd be OK.  Cats 

were useful for keeping the mouse population down, so he hoped heôd avoid them too. 

He had time to think while he drove to the county seat and back.  His father had read 

them a story in the Star about Joan of Arc that morning.  The Catholic Church had made 

her a saint.  He decided heôd try to find a book about her.  Mozell had mentioned 

something about Mark Twain and Joan, but he couldnôt remember the details.  He pulled 

the car alongside the curb in front of the college building and waited for his sister.  She 

came dashing out and down the wide walkway, smiling and almost running.   

 

ñHey, Donald, youôre right on time.  Thanks.ò  She settled into the passenger seat 

and put her books down on the floor.  Youôll never guess what we discussed in history 

class today.ò 

 

ñWhat, M-M-Mozell?ò 

 

ñYou know how Dad always reads from the newspaper in the morning?  He read 

us an article this morning about Joan of Arc being canonized, and today the professor 
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discussed her place in European history.  He said she was a farm girl who was inspired by 

voices in her head to lead the French Army against the English.  She did it too!  She 

convinced the French dauphin - that means prince - Charles to give her a horse and 

armor.  She gained the respect of the French army, even some of the officers, and she led 

victorious battles against the English. The Irish need a Joan of Dublin to fight the Brits 

today - in 1920.ò Mozella took a deep breath.  ñI sure do love college.ò 

 

ñF-F-Funny, I w-w-was just thinking about Joan of Arc on the w-w-way here.ò 

 

ñNo kidding?  She must have been so brave.  Most of the French officers were 

jealous of her.  She was popular, you know, like Eddie Rickenbacker.  She was my age.ò 

 

ñHow c-c-c-come they b-burned her at the stake?ò 

 

ñThe Brits captured her.  The charge was heresy, but they killed her because she 

put the men to shame and embarrassed the church officials.  Thatôs my theory anyhow.ò 

They rode in silence awhile.  Mozella added, ñYou know, Mark Twain wrote a wonderful 

book about Joan of Arc.  I read it when the Reading Circle van came around one year.  If 

more girls had courage like Joanôs, women wouldnôt have to fight for their rights.ò 

 

ñD-Dad said they p-p-passed the amendment to let w-w-women vote.ò 
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ñYes, isnôt that great?  The 19
th
 Amendment is a fact.  We women can finally vote 

and use our intelligence to move America forward.  Itôs the 20
th
 Century.ò 

 

ñWhoôre y-y-you g-g-gonna vote for?ò   

 

ñItôs a secret ballot, Donald, but I guess Iôll vote for Harding and Coolidge.  

Everybody is fed up with Wilsonôs failures.ò 

 

ñWh-Why is everybody so h-h-hard on P-P-President W-W-Wilson?ò 

 

ñHe had a stroke, so maybe heôs incapacitated.  Heôs a Democrat; thatôs why 

Mom and Dad donôt like him.  At least DadéMom may be a secret Democrat.  They say 

the Pratts are all damned Democrats at heart, and sheôs a Pratt.ò  

 

Donald thought about that awhile.  ñWh-Why are the Repub-Republicans d-dead 

set ag-gainst the unions?ò  

 

ñI donôt know.  Unions support the working man.  They want safer work places 

and higher wages.  Must be the strikes.  The strikes are getting out of hand.ò 

 

Donald was driving with more relaxed ease already, taking the curves with 

nonchalance. As he stopped for the crossroads in North Salem, a Model T right behind 
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them bumped him, and the Oakland lurched, jolting Donaldôs sister.  Mozell frowned and 

regained her dignity: ñWhatôs that guy trying to do?ò  

 

 Donald shouted back at the driver: ñW-Watch it.ò  

 

The man sneered, ñKeep yer shirt on, Shorty.  Môbrakes ainôt too good.ò  Donald 

turned right and hoped the rear bumper had done its job.  Dad would have a fit if the 

Oakland were damaged, and Donald felt responsible for their car.  He secretly was 

relieved that the guy hadnôt gotten out and seen that he was sitting on a box.  Still the slur 

ñShortyò coming from that insolent mouth irked the boy.   Heôd been thinking about 

making race car competition his career.  It wouldnôt matter if he was short in that 

business.  It might even be an advantage.  He thought about the jockeys in the Kentucky 

Derby; horse racing was the other sport he and his family followed.  He loved the stories 

about Dan Patch.  Those jockeys were really short, but they strutted around as if they 

were kings.   If he couldnôt make the grade as a champion driver, like Wilcox, heôd be a 

mechanic.  Heôd at least get to work around the race track and soak up all the excitement. 

Automobile technology was the trade of the future. Heôd read that somewhere. 

 

 The winter of sixth grade was a challenge for Donald as their farm fell into the 

deep freeze of 1921.  Frigid temperatures were breaking records.  Keeping the water in 

the cattle tank from freezing and thawing the water in the troughs for the pigs and 

chickens was a constant battle.  Snow fell in December, and Donald thought heôd never 

seen such a beautiful sight as the crystal trees and white bushes when he stepped into the 
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deep snow to do his chores. Walter shared the farm tasks and didnôt seem to mind the 

bitter wind and flying snow, blinding them as they made their way to the barn.  It didnôt 

take long, however, for the snowôs magic to wear thin.  ñW-Walter, I h-h-hate winter. 

Someday, Iôm g-g-gonnaô live where it n-n-never snows.ò   

 

 Walter just smiled and replied, ñWell, springôs coming.ò   

 

 The bitter cold continued into early spring, and one day after school, Ora said to 

the boys: ñOne of the cows is missing, and Iôm afraid sheôs gone off to have her calf.  

You two need to wrap up good and go find her.ò   Walter and Donald climbed into their 

heavy boots and snow gear, pulled their winter caps down over their ears and trudged 

down the back lane to the Simpsonôs Woods.  They didnôt know for sure why it was 

called that, but it must have been like the Free Place: owned by the Free Family.  Who 

the Simpsons were or where they went was a mystery.  For years the boys had gone to the 

Free Place to swim and fish in the creek, and Donald assumed it was called that because 

it was free, no admission charge.  Then one day he heard his dad and Uncle Hobart 

talking about Henry Free and his home in Florida, where he spent the winter.  Ora called 

him a ñsnow birdò and laughed about these rich boys who inherit more money than they 

know what to do with.  Heôd gone to school with Henry so he knew Henry wouldnôt mind 

his children playing in the creek.  Heôd never mentioned the origin of Simpsonôs Woods. 

 

 Donald and Walter trudged into the woods, searching behind every brush pile and 

boulder, looking for the missing cow.  The tears were freezing on their faces and ice was 
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forming in their noses.  The wind seemed to be picking up, and they set their jaws against 

the painful gusts.  At last Walter spotted a black and white hump behind a big log.  He 

began to run: ñThere she is, Donald, come on!ò  The cow was barely alive.  Beside her 

was a newborn calf nestled in the curve of its motherôs body.  It looked up feebly and 

tried to bawl, but the sound was a pitiful wheeze.  ñWhatôre we gonnaô do, Donald.  We 

canôt lift the cow, and the calf will freeze to death if we carry her away from her mother.ò 

 

  ñIôll st-stay with the c-c-calf and her mother while you g-go get Dad.ò Donald 

offered.  Walter ran back, stumbling in the snowdrifts, picking himself up and fighting 

the drag of the heavy wet slush.  He found their father in the barn tending to the horses.   

 

 ñDad, come quick.  We found the missing cow, and she has a little calf.  They 

look real cold.ò   Ora grabbed the reins of the Belgian and harnessed him to a sledge.   

 

 Walter sensed his fatherôs urgent concern, but Ora tried to conceal his worry:  

ñNo car or truck could get through this snow, Walter, but Old Jimôll get her done.  A 

good horse is about as trouble-free as anything.  You get on in the house, Walter, and 

warm up before your nose freezes off yer face.ò 

 

 Ora drove the horse pulling the sledge back into the woods until he saw Donald 

waving frantically.  He pulled up to the calf whose head Donald was cradling and saw 

that the cow was half dead.  She couldnôt even protest when Ora and Donald carefully 

loaded the calf onto a horse blanket Ora had brought and lifted the tiny, awkward animal 
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onto the sledge, wrapping the blanket carefully around the calf.  The cow let out one 

weak, muffled bleat and lay her head back down in the snow, her huge, desperate eyes 

filled with fear and despair.  Donald looked at his Dad. ñCan w-we lift the cow onto the 

sledge too?ò   

 

 ñNo, Son, Iôm sorry.  Sheôs too far gone.  Sheôs been a good cow too.  Iôm real 

sorry.ò 

 

 The cow was heaving, trying to get a breath.  ñL-Look, D-D-Dad, sheôs still alive.  

We c-c-can lift her.  Iôm-Iôm-Iôm strong.ò   Donald was on the verge of tears, but he 

trusted his fatherôs judgment.  He watched his father getting back onto the sledge and 

Donald gave one last look, wondering what it felt like to lose your baby and freeze to 

death.  He climbed onto the sledge with his father, and they took the calf back to the barn.  

Ora lifted the calf wrapped in the blanket and walked with it toward the house.  ñWh-Wh-

What are you d-d-doing, Dad?ò 

 

 Ora shouted back over his shoulder, ñWe have to get milk into the little fellerôs 

stomach and keep him from freezing.  Weôll use a baby bottle.  You can feed him.ò 

 

 Walter met them at the door and helped his father unwrap the tiny bundle.  The 

calf tried to stand on his wobbly legs, but they collapsed.  He bleated mournfully, looking 

for his mother.  Dora came rushing in to see what the commotion was about.  She heated 

water, filled a baby bottle with milk, and plunged it into the hot water.  Testing it, she 
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handed the bottle to Donald and said, ñThis will be your calf to raise, Donald.  You have 

to get him to drink enough milk to grow.ò  Donald took the bottle and gingerly held it 

toward the tiny calf.  The baby explored the nipple, then quickly engulfed it with his 

hungry mouth, sucking fiercely and making loud gulping noises.  Donald laughed. 

 

 ñThis c-c-calf knows what h-h-heôs d-d-doing all right.  Heôs h-h-hungry!ò 

 

 Walter watched from the sidelines, a feeling of joy washing over him.  What a 

beautiful creature!  Heôd never seen anything like it.  Then he remembered the poor cow. 

ñDad, what happened to the calfôs mother?  Did you bring her back too?ò 

 

 ñNo, Walter, itôs too bad, but she was nearly dead when I got there.  We might be 

able to butcher the beef when it gets above zero.ò 

 

 Walter didnôt think he could eat a steak ever again. 

 

 Goldia and Mozell were still at the Hendricks School marking papers and 

cleaning up.  Mozell was nearly finished with her credits, hoping to teach school in a 

neighboring elementary school before the year was out.  Luckily Donald hadnôt had to 

drive too much on the dangerous, icy roads, but this last snow storm had lasted two days, 

and the roads were bound to be slippery on Friday.  Maybe his Dad would drive Mozella 

to Danville while he took care of his new calf.  The little critter was going to need 

constant care.  When his sisters got home from school it was growing dark, and they 
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came in stomping the snow off their boots.  ñWhat on earth is that calf doing in the 

house?ò Goldia cried.  Mozella was enchanted with the calf. 

 

 ñCan you believe how tiny he is?  Donald, where did he come from?ò 

 

 ñW-Walter and m-m-me, we w-went back to l-l-look for the m-m-missing cow, 

and we f-f-found her n-nearly d-d-dead with this little g-g-guy shivering n-next to her.ò 

 

 Mozella stooped down.  ñWould it be OK if I fed him?ò 

 

 Donald gave the bottle of warm milk to his sister, and Mozella fed the little calf 

until Goldia couldnôt restrain herself. ñOK, now itôs my turn.  He is a pretty little thing, 

isnôt he?ò 

 

 Donald felt a surge of pride and joy.  This was his very own calf.  Heôd take good 

care of it and make sure it grew up strong. 

 

 The calf stayed in the spring house just outside the kitchen in a makeshift pen 

until spring weather arrived, Donald cleaning up after the little animal and feeding him 

on a regular schedule.  As soon as the calf was able to eat solid foods, they fed him corn 

and cattle feed.  Donald named him Milford after his adventurous, kindly uncle.  It was 

the highest compliment he could imagine. 
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 School ended the middle of May, and the brothers took on additional 

responsibilities: plowing the fields, planting the soybeans, mowing the back lot, cleaning 

out the barn.  They were used to working from breakfast to after sundown, as long as they 

were able to see in front of them.  When work was done for the day, Donald and Walter 

liked to throw themselves onto the lush grass in the back yard near the big iron kettle 

where their mother made soap.  Donald would lie face up with his hands behind his head 

and look at the stars.  ñWalter, s-see the m-m-milky way?  H-How many stars d-d-do you 

think there are?ò   

 

 Walter laughed.  ñWho can count the stars?  Einstein has a theory about the 

infinite universe.  No beginning; no end.  His theory of relativity is changing how we 

look at light and matter.ò 

 

 ñD-Do you know wh-what the speed of l-l-light is? 

 

 ñI forget, gazillions of miles a second.  Do you understand Einsteinôs formulas 

and theories?  Boy, I donôt.ò 

 

 ñM-Maybe Iôll understand it when I g-get into high school.  Itôs not l-l-long 

before Iôll b-b-be going to N-N-North Salem High. M-Maybe my t-teachers w-w-will 

explain all this stuff there.ò 
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 Walter watched the stars in silence.  Then he shouted, ñLook there, Donald.  Itôs a 

shooting star!ò  The boys watched the white streak mark the dark sky with radiance.  

They each had dreams as elusive as a meteor shower. 
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Chapter 6 

North Salem High School  

 

Driving a model T, creating history, Mozellaôs now a frontier teacher. 

Kids love her teaching skill, but a steadfast will is still her greatest feature. 

  

Don and Henry design better barns using their skills at math. 

Henry makes the basketball team. Don takes the managerôs path. 

  

KKK visits local farmers, but they most impolitely say NO! 

White sheets & pointy masks, they say, is a cowardôs way to go. 

 

* * *  

 

The Twenties in America roared with all the audacity of progress and prosperity, 

but it was in the cities that the roaring was heard.  The two brothers, isolated on the farm, 

took turns fetching the Indy Star every morning.  The front page headlines, the photos, 

the daily stories of scandalous, heroic, and ambitious people were their connection to the 

wider world. If the farm wasnôt producing the income they expected, they could blame 

Pres. Harding, who, it was said, favored bankers and corporations.  If they needed a good 

laugh, Will Rogers was always in the news with his latest witty comment.  Donald was an 

adolescent and trying to make sense of the crazy world.  For him adolescence was a 

strange and distressing land, a place of change and shifting allegiances, a state of 

uncertainty and posturing.  Donald was impatient.  As a teenager he could drive a car, 

farm the land, and raise a calf single-handedly.  However, he was restless and fi lled his 

parents with worry. Heôd convinced his sisters he was hopeless.  He had taken to reading 

the newspapers religiously every morning after his early morning chores before Goldia 
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went to the Hendricks School in the buggy, which she still preferred.  Their father 

insisted he needed the Oakland, so it was a practical arrangement.  Donald was reading a 

front-page story about the Irish Civil War.  ñWhy canôt the Irish g-g-get along?  The B-

Brits are backing down, but all the Irish d-d-do is f-f-fight each other.ò   Donald stomped 

out of the room, angry at the world, but soon they heard music from his harmonica.  

Walter thought what a perfect gift the harmonica had been.  It seemed to be the safety 

valve that protected Donald and anyone around him from his darkest moods. 

 

Walter ate his breakfast patiently, waiting to get a word in edgewise: ñMaybe they 

should send Nellie Bly over to investigate.ò  Walter was also a reader, but his quiet 

manner and customary reticence left his opinions running under the radar.  His take on 

the daily news was bound to have a sardonic undertone.  It was Mozella who had first 

mentioned Nellie Bly to Walter.  She admired Blyôs bold schemes and her courage.  She 

had told Walter about Nellie Blyôs sensational stories exposing the U.S. mental asylums 

by faking insanity and experiencing the horrors first-hand as an inmate. Walter picked up 

on her fascination with the daring journalist and put in his two centsô worth.  ñMaybe old 

Nellie could fake an Irish brogue, join the Sinn Fein, and win the Brits over from the 

inside.  Even the Protestants would join Nellieôs United Ireland.ò   

 

Mozella stood up from the table and said, ñDonôt joke about Nellie Bly, Walter.  

It was in the papers just the other day.  She died of pneumonia.  What a loss to the 

country.ò   Donaldôs harmonica intruded from the next room.  Then they heard him 
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singing mournfully: ñSheôs the most distressful count-e-ree that ever you have seen.  

Theyôre hanginô men and women for the wearinô oô the green.ò 

 

Mozella was packing to head out West to report to the Wolf Creek, Montana, 

school superintendent.  She had landed a job teaching school beginning Labor Day and 

was eager to be out on her own, earning her own money. She had saved enough to buy a 

second-hand Model A and felt independent.  Walter asked her: ñDôyou think youôll get 

lonesome way out there?ò  Mozella just smiled at her brother.  She knew she was going 

to miss the family, but there comes a time, she thought, when a person has to strike out 

on her own.  She hoped she wouldnôt have to change too many flat tires on her way out 

West.  She really hated changing flats.  Donald had shown her how to do it and made her 

try it, so she was confident sheôd make it to Wolf Creek all right. She had the maps 

spread out, and was figuring on a pad of paper.  ñHow longôs it gonnaô take to get to 

Montana, Mozell?ò 

 

ñOh, I figure the Model T can do it in six days if the weather holds.  Iôm taking a 

couple of extra spare tires and plenty of water.ò 

 

Walter watched his sister pack the Model T for her departure the next morning 

early.  ñWish I could go with you, Mozell,ò Walter said wistfully.   

 

ñYou be good and help Mom, Walter.  Iôll be back to see you before you know it.  

Donald needs you to keep him cheered up.ò 
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Walter understood his sisterôs meaning, and a burden of responsibility hung over 

him like a heavy weight.  Donald was given to moods of deep depression off and on, but 

his spurts of high-spirited fun were worth waiting for, Walter thought.  Lately though, 

Walter sensed that his brotherôs dark spells were more frightening, even violent.  His 

anger could spin out of control and sometimes was misdirected towards Walter or his 

sisters.  Donald also had nightmares and sleepwalking episodes.  Walter liked to laugh 

about how he had almost had a shocking shower in the middle of the night when Donald 

was ready to pour water on Walter, the human radiator.  His sleep disturbances were 

serious though, and Walter was often awakened by his brotherôs nocturnal exploring. 

When Walter would mention the sleepwalking, Donald would sometimes deny it and 

occasionally turn on Walter: ñYou d-donôt know what youôre talking about, W-Walter. 

Y-Youôre just m-m-making stuff up, t-t-tryinô to m-m-make me feel like a w-weirdo.ò 

 

  Donald planned to enroll in North Salem High School the following week and 

had been tense and edgy.  Walter figured he was just nervous about making new friends 

and adjusting to a new school.   He had lashed out at Walter, accusing him of leaving the 

gate open and letting the cows out into the alfalfa.  ñD-Donôt you c-c-care about the 

cows, Walter?  If the f-f-frost comes early, th-th-theyôll eat frozen alfalfa and b-b-bloat. 

N-n-n-nobody cares about the cows but m-m-me.ò   Donald slammed the gate shut after 

they rounded up the heifers and steers and drove them into the barn lot.  He steamed and 

stomped, furious at everybody, but Walter, ever meek and good-natured, got the brunt of 
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it.  He tried to be philosophical about his brotherôs fits and had learned to joke and 

distract Donald with one of Will Rogersô latest witticisms, but Donald worried Walter. 

 

It was true that fall weather had come early as September descended on Indiana 

and mornings were chilly, with frost in the air.  Walter had never seen bloat, but his older 

brother remembered when a heifer had eaten frosty alfalfa and died helpless unable to get 

up, swollen horribly from the gasses in her four-section stomach.  Donald had been 

haunted by the sound of her pitiful groans.  The young cow was on her side swollen like a 

small hill, unable to move.  His father had tried to get her up and told Donald to help prod 

her, but she had been down too long and died as they watched.  The next cold season his 

father had given Donald the job of chasing the cattle, keeping them moving so that the 

gas would escape before it could cause bloat.  It was a rewarding responsibility because 

Donald could run with abandon, knowing he was preventing the horrible death.  It gave 

him a feeling of satisfaction and exuberance.  He loved the animals and liked their 

reliance on him for their safety and welfare.  The dense, intoxicating fragrance of the 

sycamores filled his head and the chilly air filled his lungs. 

 

The night before the first day at North Salem High School, Donald was eager to 

talk about his plans and expectations with his brother.  Walter asked, ñWhat do you think 

itôll be like to be a freshman?  All those upperclassmen might give you a hard time.ò   

 

ñAwww, j-j-just let them t-t-try it.  Iôm g-goinô tôget an education and g-g-go to 

college like M-Mozell and G-G-Goldie.  M-Might m-m-make f-friends too.ò   
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Walter was sympathetic.  He knew his brother was as shy as he but even more 

awkward in a crowd.  His cocky swagger hid a world of insecurity.   ñTell you what, 

Donald.  You find out what high schoolôs really like and let me know the secret to 

success, OK?ò    

 

Donald laughed, ñOK, Walter, Iôll d-d-do that!ò 

 

So in the fall of 1923, shortly after President Harding died and Willa Cather was 

honored with the Pulitzer Prize for Literature, Donald enrolled at North Salem High 

School, home of the Blue Devils basketball team.  He was too short to make the team but 

enjoyed watching games with the noisy, lively crowd.  Hoosier madness was a fact, and 

Donald yearned to be a foot taller so he could play basketball, but he was a realist and 

figured his ability in math might end up being more important.  Before his sister Mozella 

had left for Montana, she had taken him and Walter to a game at NSHS, and the raucous, 

friendly fans of the local team had filled Donald with ambition to be part of the team 

when he was old enough to attend high school.   

 

When he walked through the huge front doors of NSHS for the first time, he 

looked around to find a friendly face.  The sturdy brick structure had classrooms for the 

required high school subjects, and Don, as he decided heôd be called at NSHS, looked 

around for Mr. Smithôs room.  His schedule included L. Smith for mathematics, and Don 
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was happy to see math was his first class every morning.  He also had Mrs. Black for 

English and American History, and Mr. Gardiner for Fundamentals of Science.  His seat 

assignment put him across the aisle from Henry Myers, a fellow NSHS freshman who 

lived on a farm east of North Salem on State Hwy 236.  Henry was a genial, kind-hearted 

boy who liked Don and enjoyed math, so the two of them hit it off from the first day.   

 

ñSay, Don, where do you live anyway?ò 

 

ñOn a farm n-north of here, up 75 towards Jimtown.ò 

 

ñDo yòhave any horses?ò 

 

ñW-Work horses, yeah.  Thereôs Old Jim, and B-Belle, and P-Pet, and Cricket.ò 

 

ñAre you goinô out fer basketball?ò 

 

ñNawéI g-g-guess Iôm too short.  H-How about you?ò 

 

ñYup, maybe if I make the freshman team, Iôll get good enough for the varsity.ò 

 

ñD-Do you like the races?   Ever b-b-been to the Indy 500?ò 

 

ñYeah, Dad took us last Memorial Day.  Boy, that was a swell race!ò 



 104 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

 

ñY-You bet!  D-D-Did you ever s-s-see such a crowd?ò 

 

ñNope, we were rooting for Jimmy Murphy but Boyer had a supercharged Duesy.  

Old Jimmy couldnôt beat that.ò 

 

ñI like M-Murphy too.  The p-papers said he went over 150 mph on the b-boards 

this year.  They call him ñK-King of the B-Boards!ò   

 

ñYeah, did you see Tommy Milton win last year?ò 

 

ñYup, Uncle Milford took m-m-me and môbrother, Walter.  M-My favorite driver 

is Howdy Wilcox.  W-We saw him w-win in 1919 too.ò 

 

As the bell rang, Donald realized that the school day was flying by.  Time sure 

was a mystery, he thought.  Having math early got the day off to a super start, and he 

didnôt mind history or English either.  The jury was out on science.  He wasnôt certain 

Mr. Gardiner was that interested in teaching science.  He was coach too, so maybe that 

was his main talent.  The best part of high school, so far, Don decided, was making a new 

friend, and a friend who lived on a farm and liked the Indy 500 races.  Henry was a real 

nice guy, Don judged, and since he liked math too, Henry was golden. 

 

ñWell, Don, back to classes.  How do you like high school?ò 
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ñItôs OK, Henry.  L-Lots better than Hendricks.  M-Maybe Iôm just older.ò 

 

Don looked forward to math class since he and Henry had improvised a rivalry 

that was more like a sport.  Mr. Smith caught on quickly and encouraged the boys to try 

challenging each other.  Heôd send them to the board to race through a new problem, 

laughing with them when they finished neck and neck.  Geometry was a practical aspect 

of math that appealed to Don and Henry.  Theyôd set up schemes to solve an equation that 

worked pragmatically in building a hog house or chicken coop.  They even worked 

together on a better barn, a structure that would give farm animals more room, make 

feeding easier and herding less stressful for the cattle.  Pigs would adapt to anything, Don 

observed, but he knew they liked to play and would be healthier if the barn plan included 

room for their freewheeling antics.  Cows were more easily frightened and spooked when 

a new or restrictive configuration confronted them.  Putting a new herder gate up was all 

it took to scare a cow.  Don hated that look of terror and the bawling that accompanied 

any effort to move cows, take them to market, or herd them in any way. 

 

One morning about a week into the school year Henry came into the classroom 

out of breath and said, ñHey Don, did you read what happened to Jimmy Murphy 

yesterday?ò 

 

  Don was sitting at his desk and looked up sorrowfully: ñYeah, old Jimmy g-got 

killed by a shock absorber.  M-Man, what a w-way to go.ò   
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Henry replied: ñWhat a daredevil. He started out as a riding mechanic, didnôt he?ò 

 

ñY-Yeah, he even rode with Eddie Rickenbacker.ò 

 

ñThe story was all over the front page.  Headlines shouted: Murphy Killed on Dirt 

Track.ò 

 

ñC-Canôt believe it.  K-Killed by shock absorbers.ò 

 

ñYeah, the paper said when the shocks malfunctioned, the car smashed into the 

wooden rail, throwing Jimmy into the rail.  The impact caved in his chest, killed him 

instantly.ò 

 

ñSt-Started out as a riding m-m-mechanic.ò 

 

Mr. Smith, his tweed coat unbuttoned, strode into the classroom with his jovial 

greeting: ñGood morning, Scholars.ò   

 

Henry and Don sat up straighter, ready for the first problem; however, Mr. Smith 

noticed that Don didnôt have his notebook out and seemed distracted.  ñSay, Don, how 

about trying this equation?ò  He handed Don a sheet of paper with numbers and symbols 

on it.  Ordinarily Donald would have been eager to put it on the board and work on it for 
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a solution, but the teacher could see Don just didnôt have his heart in it. Must be Monday 

morning blues, Mr. Smith thought.  Finally Don said, ñM-Maybe Henryôd like to t-t-try 

it.ò  Henry went up to the board with the equation in one hand and the chalk in the other.  

Fern Jordan helped Henry solve the problem, but Don didnôt participate.  After class Mr. 

Smith called Don over to one side and asked him what was bothering him.  Don was 

embarrassed to admit he was depressed because of a race car driverôs death.  He just said, 

ñIôm s-sorry, M-Mr. Smith, I g-guess I d-d-didnôt sleep too w-well last n-night.ò   

 

ñWell, Don, math is your strong subject.  Keep up your work in here and you 

should earn an A.ò  Fern interrupted to ask Mr. Smith a question about the homework, 

and Don left to go to his next class.  Death seemed so unfair to him.  Why should a 

young, daring, intelligent fellow like Murphy have to die so young when criminals and 

lazy bums lived long, useless lives?  He was frustrated that he couldnôt set it up like an 

equation in math and solve the puzzle. 

 

When he got home it was getting dark, and he called Sarge, figuring his old friend 

would give him some comfort and cheer.  He called the dog again and walked back 

toward the red barn where his dad checked on the horses every evening.  ñDad?ò Don 

called as he saw a figure coming through the big double doors under the hayloft opening.  

His father didnôt respond but walked toward his son.  Don thought his dad must be 

getting old.  He seemed more stooped and slow.  Ora stopped and patted Don on the 

shoulder, a rare show of affection: ñSon, Iôm sorry to tell you this.  Old Sarge died this 

afternoon.  Heôd been cripplinô around fer quite awhile, nearly stone deaf and almost 
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blind.  He was a good dog.  I buried him back under the hickory tree where he liked to lie 

on summer days.ò  Don couldnôt respond.  His heart pounded and his eyes were filling.  

What would he do without Old Sarge to offer his warm affection and devotion?  He felt 

as if his world had imploded.  Here it was again.  Death staring him in the face with no 

answers to his questions.  Finally all he said was, ñPoor dog.  Poor dog.ò 

   

Class elections were coming up, and Don backed Fern Jordan, who had gone to 

elementary school with him at the Hendricks School, and who was running for class 

president.  She was a smart, responsible girl who enjoyed the spotlight, and Don figured 

sheôd make a good president.  He thought the campaign was silly, but if this was what 

high school was all about, he figured he might as well participate.  Henry didnôt want the 

responsibility and said he was tongue-tied when it came to speaking in public.  Don 

smiled at that, thinking how hopeless heôd be at public speaking.  Fern had confidence 

coming out her ears, Don told Henry, trying to convince him to vote for Fern.  She was 

running against Horace Tucker, a rich boy who Don was convinced was a snob.  His 

father was a gentleman farmer who always wore a necktie, called it a ñcravatò, and 

looked down on dirt farmers like Donôs father.  Don was with his father once when he 

went into the bank. He overheard Mr. Tucker say to a teller: ñItôs a disgrace the way 

these local farmers come into the bank with manure on their boots.ò  The teller replied, 

ñSmells like money to me.ò  Don had liked that teller ï and the bank - from that moment 

on.  A bank was a funny thing to feel loyalty toward, but Don did.    
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The day Henry made the freshman basketball team Don helped him celebrate.  

The science teacher, Mr. Gardiner, had talked Don into taking the position of team 

manager.  He told him it would be good experience; heôd get to go to the games and get 

in free, so Don agreed to do it.  One reason he accepted the coachôs offer was that he and 

Henry would get to hang out together after school, and heôd get out of some of his farm 

chores. It never occurred to him that his brother Walter would have to take up his chores 

on top of his own.  Don had to admit to himself that the manager had a boring job, but he 

enjoyed being ñone of the guysò and having fellow students pound him on the back when 

the team won a game.  Henry was improving his game and hoping to make varsity the 

next year.  Don wanted to help his friend ñrecognize his weaknessesò as Coach Gardiner 

drummed into their heads and work on each one until his game got better, so theyôd play 

basketball after school even when there werenôt any scheduled practices.  

 

Meanwhile Walter was feeling lonely and abandoned by his older brother.  He 

finished his chores and did Donôs as well.  His father appreciated Walterôs good-natured 

hard work, but he noticed that Don didnôt seem to realize the burden heôd left for Walter 

to take up.  One evening their father said, ñDonald, it donôt seem right to me that Walter 

is doing your chores as well as his.ò  Dora had noticed as well that Walter was dutifully 

finishing Donaldôs chores after he did his own and Donald was taking him for granted. 

 

 Donald looked up, surprised, and nodded, but he replied: ñL-Look, Dad, Walter 

is old enough n-n-now to take on m-more responsibility.  H-H-High School is l-l-like a 

job with m-more homework and d-duties.  I d-donôt have t-time for chores anymore.ò   
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Donôs father wasnôt convinced.  ñSon, if you canôt get yer daily chores done and 

yer high school work done too, youôre gonna have to quit managinô that basketball team,ò 

 

ñBut D-Dad, the t-team counts on m-m-me.ò 

 

ñSo do I, Son.  The farm donôt run itself.ò 

 

Donald hung his head and tried to think of a way to satisfy his dad but avoid 

giving up his school activities.  ñTell you wh-what, D-D-Dad.  Iôll w-work it out w-with 

Walter.  W-Weôll g-get the work d-done.ò 

 

Ora looked skeptical but agreed to honor Donôs promise. 

 

That evening Don told Walter he needed to talk to him after supper.  Meanwhile 

he figured heôd have to think of a good incentive to offer Walter.  If he had been unfair to 

his brother, heôd make it up to him.   During supper Donald noticed that Walter was 

unusually quiet.   Goldia, still teaching with Miss Rawlings at the Hendricks School, had 

just gotten in and apologized for being late to the evening meal.  She sat down, out of 

breath, and saw that Walterôs head was down.  ñWalter, you have only one more year at 

Hendricks before youôll be going to high school.  You were falling asleep at your desk 

today.  Is something wrong?ò   
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Walter looked up and smiled, ñNope, Goldie, I was just up late doing my 

homework after chores and supper.ò   

 

Donaldôs conscience was giving him real pain.  His brother had taken on his 

chores with no complaint and even now wasnôt blaming him for his problems in school.  

Walter amazed him.  He was barely 12 but knew more about farming than anyone else 

Don could think of except maybe their father. Walter had an instinct about caring for 

farm animals and had a sense of responsibility that made him a natural at farming.  He 

loved order and was a hard worker.  Donald was beginning to realize, however, that 

Walterôs good-natured willingness to do what had to be done was an easily exploited 

quality.  Donald was feeling ashamed of himself but didnôt know how to admit it or 

change what was making him ashamed.   

 

Walter came up behind Donald while he was doing his geometry homework.  

ñSay, Don, do you think Iôll do OK in math when I get to high school?ò   

 

ñOh, sure, W-Walter.  M-M-Math is easy.  Mr. Smith m-makes it f-fun.ò   

 

ñWould you help me with my homework?  I did your chores tonight.ò 

 

ñB-Be glad to.  B-By the w-way, Iôve b-been meaning to ask y-y-you about th-

that.  Th-Thanks for d-d-doing my chores wh-while I w-went to the b-b-basketball games 

with the t-t-team.  M-Maybe I c-c-could do something for y-you in return?ò 
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Walter smiled and nodded.  ñHow about teaching me to drive the Oakland?  

Dadôs been too busy; also thereôs no need for me to drive the way there was for you. 

 

Donald beamed at his younger brother.  ñSay, W-Walter, thatôs a swell idea!ò 

 

Walter went on: ñMozell wrote us a letter.  It came in the mail today.  Have you 

seen it?ò 

 

Donald shook his head.  Walter said, ñWait, Mom put it somewhere.  Iôll get it for 

you.ò  Walter ran into the kitchen where his mother was washing the dishes and asked her 

about their sisterôs letter. 

 

Dora smiled: ñItôs on the table there, Walter.  Be sure you put it back.ò  Walter 

nodded and ran back up the narrow stairs to their room, waving the letter.  Out of breath, 

he looked up at Donald as he sat on the narrow bed.   Neither brother would admit how 

much they missed their sister, but the letter was from Wolf Creek, Montana, and it was 

both a vicarious adventure and a long-distance visit from Mozella. 

 

Walter unfolded the thin paper and read aloud:  

 

Dear Family, 
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You should see the mountains out here.  Donald and Walter would love 

the creeks and the antelope.  The Rockies are swell.  Some of the peaks near Wolf 

Creek are over 10,000 feet high.  They tell me that grizzlies live near us here, but 

I havenôt seen any yet.  I think Iôll take their word for it.  Folks tell you what to do 

if a grizzly approaches, but the trouble is, nobody agrees with anybody else.  

Some say to make lots of noise and wave your arms.  Others say to play dead and 

not threaten the bear.  It makes you wonder if any of these ñexpertsò know what 

theyôre talking about.  I guess Iôll avoid grizzlies. 

 

My students are mostly Scandinavian.  Their families came over from 

Norway and Sweden, and they know how to work hard. The climate must agree 

with them.  Theyôre respectful, so teaching is a pleasure.  Some of the parents 

donôt speak English, but the children all do.  The Wolf Creek School is similar to 

the Hendricks School.  I have thirty students from grades one through eight, so it 

keeps me busy.  The building is a log structure, not brick, but they heat the 

building with two wood stoves.  Donald would feel right at home. Heôd like the 

wood shed.  Itôs just outside the front door along the west side with an 

overhanging roof to keep the wood dry.  Some rancher in the community brings 

loads of wood all winter. 

 

I found a family with a room to rent close to the school.  Theyôre the 

Erikssons.  They have a little boy in third grade who is a good student, so that 

makes the situation better than it might be.  Room and board is reasonable, so Iôm 
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saving some money already.   We eat a lot of fish, but thatôs all right with me.  

Mrs. Eriksson is a good cook and easy to get along with, but her husband is so 

strait-laced and stern that I never know what to say to him.  He never says much 

anyway, so meals are quiet.  I miss Walterôs sarcastic remarks and Donaldôs 

commentary on the daily news.  Donald, are you still playing your harmonica? 

 

Mom, I miss your peach cobblers and fried chicken.  Dad, I even miss the 

smell of your pipe.  You should come out here next summer, but I know how the 

farm keeps you from taking vacations, so Iôll look forward to coming home for a 

month or so.  How is Goldie doing with her teaching?  Are you studying hard to 

get ready for high school, Walter?  How do you like North Salem High, Donald?  

Youôre a Blue Devil now, so I hope youôre living up to those high standards. 

 

You boys would like the rodeos here.  The local cowboys go for that sport, 

but not the Blackfeet.  Their reservation is north of Wolf Creek.  One Saturday I 

drove the Model A up to the Blackfeet Reservation.  It was pretty bleak, but the 

Indians were friendly, and the children were curious.  They swarmed around the 

car and wanted me to take them for a ride.  I let them sit in the driverôs seat and 

play, but there were too many of them to start ñrides.ò  Anyway, the parents might 

have worried and caused a fuss.  They all invited me back, so when you come out 

here, weôll go up to make friends with the Blackfeet.  Will Rogers came out here 

to perform at a rodeo in Great Falls last year, Erik Eriksson told me.  He said he 

wanted to go, but his father wouldnôt take frivolous trips like that.  Wouldnôt it be 
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fun to see Will Rogers in person?  Walter, I heard another quip the other day: Old 

Will said, ñIf I could kick the person in the tail that causes me the most problems, 

I couldnôt sit down for a week.ò  Isnôt that funny?  -and so true. 

 

Fall weather has been beautiful so far, but I donôt know how Iôll like 

winter up here.  Leaves are falling and birds are leaving.  They say it snows all the 

time once winter sets in.  Wolf Creek is on the east side of the Rockies, but I can 

never remember if the east or west side gets more snow.  Iôll soon find out for 

myself.   

 

How is the old Oakland running?  The practice out here is to make a truck 

out of your car.  Somehow, they cut it in half and rig up a wooden bed to haul 

things.  It seems like a lot of trouble.  Old Jim used to pull tons on the sledge or 

the wagon without so much effort ï at least on our part.  Dad, how are your 

Belgians doing?  Old Jim is getting old.  Are you going to buy a tractor one of 

these days?  You donôt see many tractors anywhere yet, but theyôre the coming 

thing for farmers.  Out here there are still a lot more horses than engines with 

ñhorse power.ò  By the way, how is old Sarge doing?  He is really getting old and 

feeble.  I miss him.  Maybe Iôll get a dog to keep me company out here. 

 

Study hard, Boys, and write me a letter soon.  I miss you.  Mom, you and 

Dad write too.  I know how busy you are, but it gets lonely out here, and it may be 
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a long, cold winter.  Iôm saving my energy; I might fall into a hole and need all 

my energy to climb out.  

 

Love, Mozella 

 

Walter looked up at Donald with that twinkle in his eye: ñAs soon as North Salem 

High School graduates you, if they ever do, weôre going out West to see Mozell, OK?ò 

 

Donald had a faraway look in his eyes.  He promised himself he would write his 

sister a letter and tell her about old Sargeôs death.  Sheôd be sad, but she ought to know.  

He looked up.  Walter was watching his face eagerly.  Don admired his brother.  He knew 

he had loved the old dog as much as anyone else, maybe more, but he was always 

looking to the future, always hopeful.   ñY-You bet!  Dad says he c-c-can n-never leave 

the f-f-farm long enough for a vacation, b-b-but weôll do it somehow.ò 

 

Walter folded the letter carefully and slipped it back into its envelope.  He hadnôt 

admitted to anybody how excited heôd been to get the letter from his sister.  He had 

longed for a letter ever since she drove away in the Model T, and he was glad he had 

been the one to get the mail the day the letter arrived.   Heôd write to her right away and 

ask her how to get to Wolf Creek from the farm.  He knew it was a long way, but he 

guessed that by the time they took a trip out West, heôd know how to drive.  Donald had 

promised to teach him, and in spite of his faults, Don always kept his promises.  Walter 

heard the harmonica. ñOld Susannaò came drifting into the room and made Walter smile. 
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Donald often remarked how quickly time passed now that he was in high school.  

Math continued to be his favorite subject, and his buddy Henry kept him on his toes.  

Don was grateful for his good friend and happy that the Penningtons werenôt enrolled in 

NSHS.  He liked music class too. Miss Saunders had them sing four-part harmony, and 

Don liked to sing tenor.  They learned spirituals and American folk songs which Don 

would then work out on his harmonica when he got home.   They discussed current 

events, ordinary stuff to Don who was used to hearing and reading the Indy Star every 

day, but it was fun to toss around ideas and comments.  The Scopes Trial in Dayton, 

Tennessee, held them spellbound.  Don and Henry thought it was unfair that a high 

school science teacher had been arrested for wanting his students to think for themselves. 

Calling it ñThe Monkey Trialsò was a cheap shot, Henry commented, since teaching 

about Darwinôs theory of evolution didnôt make a man a monkey.  Still, William Jennings 

Bryant was a powerful speaker and convincing debater.  Local headlines soon moved on 

to the D.C. Stephenson scandal, and the boys wondered if his lurid, corrupt crimes would 

ruin the KKK, since he was Grand Dragon, or had been.  Don thought Stephenson might 

make a good argument for Darwinôs theory as distorted by the raucous ñMonkey Trialò 

anti-science crowd.  The trouble was, as Don pondered the puzzle, heôd never heard of a 

monkey doing anything as primitive and brutal as Stephenson had allegedly done. 

 

Summers were times of freedom of sorts and a chance to see their free-spirited 

sister Mozell, now a transplanted Montanan.  She brought tales of the Wild West: stories 

of intractable mustangs roaming the valleys, mountain lions and grizzlies haunting the 
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mountains, and cowboys riding the range and performing in rodeos.  She told them about 

a student in her school who had won the local steer-roping contest and another who had 

the audacity to try bull riding.  She said, ñFrankly Iôm more impressed by students who 

stick with the violin.  Now thatôs an impressive talent.ò  Mozell had taken the opportunity 

to teach her students music and had given a few violin lessons.  Uncle Royôs generosity 

in loaning her a violin and giving her lessons had paid off.  The boys, however, wanted to 

hear more about the rodeos and grizzlies.  ñItôs hard to see grizzlies,ò she told them, 

ñbecause they stay far away from people.ò  Walter asked about the rodeos out West, and 

Mozella explained that the rodeo competitions were a lot like the 4-H clubs in Indiana.  

ñThey work on skills that are practical in ranching, like roping calves, steers, and other 

animals.  You know, thatôs how Will Rogers got his start.ò  She knew what a hero old 

Will  was to Walter and Donald, and she didnôt see any harm in encouraging that kind of 

hero-worship. 

 

 Will Rogers had not only given the boys a sunnier outlook, thanks to his pithy, 

humorous wisdom, but he had piqued their interest in rodeo entertainment with his rope 

tricks.  Walter would sneak out in back of the barn and practice roping the cows, but they 

protested, bawling their confusion and outrage.  Walter couldnôt stand the bewildered 

look in their eyes.  His soft heart rebelled at the violence to animals in the rodeo sport. 

Walter finally mastered the art of the lasso but decided there were better ways of 

controlling cattle than using rope tricks.  He mastered the art of lassoing fence posts.  

Donald avoided horses for obvious reasons, but he too was fascinated by rope skills.  He 

didnôt want to lose his hearing in the other ear, so he never rode horses, but he would 
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secretly try lassoing, first a post, then a calf.  Finally he lost interest and made up his 

mind to stick to the practical.  He did, however, note Willôs latest witticisms.  He liked 

the one in the paper that morning; he had read it aloud: ñYou know everybody is 

ignorant, only on different subjects.ò  That made him feel better.  It also sounded true.   

 

The Class of 1927 had a class song that Don and Henry liked to sing boisterously, 

in erratic harmony.  The class had started with thirteen freshmen, so they sang of the 

ñLucky Thirteenò boldly defying any silly superstition based on fear of the cursed 

number.  Fern Jordan continued to show her natural leadership ability and didnôt seem to 

mind that the boys teased her about running for President of the United States some day.  

They reminded her that Nellie Ross was Governor of Wyoming, and encouraged her to 

follow the example of Amelia Earhart and run fearlessly.  Fern and her young friends had 

celebrated the amendment that gave women the vote in 1920 even though they were not 

old enough to vote yet.  Fernôs hero was Sister Aimee Semple McPherson.  When the 

famed evangelist disappeared on a Venice, California, beach their junior year, the NSHS 

students eagerly checked the newspapers daily for news of her whereabouts.  Don and 

Henry thought she was pulling a publicity stunt.  Agatha Christie had done a similar 

disappearing act a few months before.  These women were just looking for fame, Don 

thought.  When the papers finally reported that Sister McPherson had turned up, dazed 

but unharmed, Don and Henry were convinced that she had pulled a fast one on the 

public.  Her fame, in spite of the whispered rumors that she had met a lover and done 

who-knows-what-all, increased even more rapidly, and Don said to Henry, ñThe public is 

t-t-too gullible.  Thatôs wh-why old Will Rogers is so cynical about p-politics.ò 
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One night Ora had a visit from men who lived in the neighborhood.  They showed 

up mysteriously on the front porch and knocked at the door.  Don let them in, thought he 

recognized a couple of them but had homework to do, so he went on upstairs where 

Walter was working on a school paper.  They heard voices growing louder and their 

father answering the voices in his patient, sardonic way.  Finally the conversation grew 

heated, and the men left, slamming the door and stomping down the front steps.  The next 

morning before school Walter asked their dad what the men wanted.  There was a long, 

uncomfortable silence.  Walter sensed heôd asked something forbidden or intruded where 

he was unwelcome.  At last their father looked up and said, ñBoys, I donôt want to scare 

you, but the Ku Kluxers are gettinô feisty around this county.  Iôm ashamed to admit it, 

but I once belonged to the KKK.  I was even an officer, but I quit the Klan, and they 

think Iôm a traitor.ò 

 

ñWhatôs their cause about?ò  Walter asked. 

 

ñWell, they say the KKK defends the white race from inferior races and religions, 

but lately theyôve been mainly beatinô the drum for Prohibition and harassinô Negroes 

and Catholics, Jews too.ò 

 

ñWh-Why are they f-f-for Prohibition?ò 
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ñIf ye want my honest opinion, Iôd say they like to control people, feel superior, 

tell óem what they can and canôt do.  They talk about ñdemon rum,ò but burninô crosses 

donôt make sense to me no more.  I hate to confess this, but they convinced me to join 

when I was younger.  Appealed to my patriotism and loyalty to the white race.ò 

 

Walter was troubled: ñWhy do they burn crosses?ò 

 

ñThey say itôs a warninô to blacks, but itôs arson and vandalism far as I can see.  

Itôs hate and ignorance.ò 

 

ñWhy do they wear white sheets and pointy masks?ò 

 

ñBoys, youôll have to ask them.  Seems cowardly to me, at least now it does.ò   

 

The spring of his junior year at NSHS, Don and Walter went to the Indy 500 races 

with Uncle Milford again, but Milford had a serious proposition for Don and told him 

about it as they drove into Speedway.  ñDon, my friend Spangler in Lizton has a repair 

shop thatôs doing real well with so many farmers buying cars and trucks.  He needs a 

hand to help with the shop, learn basic auto repairs, clean up, and give him support.  He 

wants a reliable fellow who is interested in auto mechanics, so I told him about you.  You 

think you could work for him this summer?ò  Don was surprised, and his mind went into 

a tailspin thinking how heôd get to work, how heôd save his wages for school, what his 

dad would say.  Finally he blurted out: ñW-W-Well, sure!  Itôd b-b-be a g-great way to 
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save m-m-money for school.  D-Dad keeps telling m-m-me he canôt afford m-my college 

expenses.  T-Tuition alone is out of the q-q-question.  Iôll have to earn m-m-my own 

way.ò  Uncle Milford grinned and told Don he could go apply at the shop on Tuesday, the 

following day.  Spangler would be glad to see him.  

 

 Walter knew Don was on cloud nine. They had gotten an electric starter and 

figured out how to put it in the Oakland, bypassing the crank and making the car easier to 

start.  It hadnôt worked at first, but Don had tinkered with it until it turned the engine 

over.  The Oakland was heavily used but mainly on short errands and hauling jobs.  The 

Kettering starter had been a big help, and Ora had been impressed with Donôs ingenuity 

and initiative.  Uncle Milford had heard about the Oakland starter escapade and made an 

effort to talk with Spangler about his nephew who was in love with engines.  He also 

decided to work behind the scenes to make certain Don got good training in automotive 

mechanics.   

 

The 1926 Indy 500 was a classic.  Rookie Frank Lockhart won the race in the 

rain, after the race was stopped at Lap 71, restarted and stopped again at Lap 160.  The 

rain made the dangerous sport even more hazardous, and Herb Jones, a local Indianapolis 

boy crashed and was killed.  Don and Walter had brought raingear but were soaked by 

the time the race had ended.  The brothers learned the story only later in the Indy Star of 

the 23-year-old rookie, who had been scheduled as a relief driver for Bennett.  Lockhart 

eagerly took the wheel after Kreis became ill with pneumonia and wowed the crowd.  

The fierce competition between the Miller and Duesenberg cars was an annual bone of 
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contention, with the Millers generally coming out ahead, but the brothers loved the 

ñDooziesò!  Don couldnôt get enough of the roar and excitement.  He and Walter pushed 

their way to the pagoda where the riding mechanics and drivers were congratulating 

Lockhart.  Jimmie Lee, chief mechanic for Lockhart, saw the boys and came over while 

the hoopla occupied the reporters and spectators.  ñSay, Boys, howôd you like the race?ò 

Walter said, ñThe crash was bad, but we like Lockhart.  Great that a rookie won.ò  Don 

asked him what he did, and when Lee told him heôd been a riding mechanic for several 

years, Don asked how he trained for it.  Lee said, ñWeôre mostly self-taught.  Riding 

mechanics donôt get much credit, but theyôre the eyes and ears for the driver.  They pump 

up the fuel pressure and make sure the driver knows whatôs going on behind him.ò  Donôs 

mind took it all in, and he decided in his heart if he never made it as a driver, maybe he 

could train to be a riding mechanic.  It wouldnôt be big money, but heôd get to be in the 

Indy 500 somehow.  It seemed more practical and within his reach.  Maybe a few years 

of training and experience would do it.  One more year of high school, and then the world 

was waiting.   

 

Spangler hired Don the next day.  Don had talked his Dad into loaning him the 

Oakland, and when he drove the old car into Spanglerôs parking area, he stepped out and 

tried to seem confident and eager to work for the fellow.  Spangler asked Don questions 

about his training and interests and was satisfied that the young teenager would be a 

reliable employee.  He showed Don where heôd be working and what heôd be expected to 

do.  The more Don saw of tools and grease and parts, the more excited he became.  He 

asked Spangler where he could buy a pair of coveralls like Spangler was wearing.  The 
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older man laughed and said, ñTell you what, Don, Iôll loan you an old pair of mine in the 

back there.  Iôm a little taller than you, but you can hem óem up and thatôll work jest 

fine.ò  Don showed up on time every weekday that summer and enthusiastically cleaned 

the garage in the evening after a day of changing oil, changing tires, adjusting 

carburetors, and checking spark plugs.  He was in his element.  When it came time for 

school to start, Don was depressed just thinking about studying books and sitting at a 

desk for hours on end, but Walter urged him to be sensible.  ñCome on, Don, youôve only 

got a year to go.  Give it your best shot.ò  The brothers survived Donôs senior year at 

NSHS by sticking to a routine and doing what had to be done.  They also read the 

newspapers. 

 

Donôs last year at North Salem High School began during the September of 

Miamiôs devastating hurricane.  Henry Myers and Don never tired of besting each other 

in their math classes, and both were alert to important national and world news.  It 

amazed Don that most of the students seemed more caught up in planning for the senior 

prom than in informing themselves about the nationôs concerns.  One fall morning Don 

hurried into algebra class where Henry was working on last-minute homework. ñSay, 

Henry, d-d-did you see the photographs of the b-big Miami hurricane in t-todayôs Star?ò 

 

ñYeah, donôt think Iôd want to live down in Florida.  Got an uncle who bought 

land down there near Miami, said it was the real estate opportunity of the future.  Wonder 

what he thinks now?  I think Iôll stay right here in Indiana.ò 
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ñStory in the Star said winds g-g-got up to 125 mph, killed h-hundreds of people.ò 

 

ñTalk about hurricanes, Jack Dempseyôs a regular destructive force himself.  Heôs 

coming up against Gene Tunney in a couple of days.ò 

 

ñNaw, n-not interested in p-prize fighters.  Whatôs the p-p-point?ò 

 

Don did give Henry a hard time about Gene Tunneyôs defeat of Dempsey, but 

otherwise the two NSHS friends managed to keep the math teacher on his toes in their 

friendly rivalry.   Both boys were also fascinated with science and liked to challenge the 

science teacher. ñHey, Don, did you read about Goddardôs rocket?  Weôll be going to the 

moon before long!ò   Mr. Spaulding warned Don and Henry not to get carried away by 

the popular science magazines.   He didnôt think man was meant to walk on the moon. 

 

 

As winter tightened its bitter grip around Hendricks and Boone Counties, the 

optimistic students at North Salem High School simply planned for spring.  The girls 

particularly were already plotting strategies for the May prom as basketball season came 

to a close.  When Henry saw Don in the mornings, heôd greet him with, ñSay, Don, 

whatôs in the news today?ò   The boys would discuss the latest doings in the City and 

offer their solutions to local and world problems.  The prom was not on their mental 

radar, at least not yet.  They were more interested in the Chicago excitement with Al 

Caponeôs gang escaping a 12-car machine gun massacre.  Don and Henry figured that 
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Bugs Moran was behind the 1926 September attack on the Hawthorne Inn, but the gang 

violence in Chicago convinced the boys that Chicago was not the place for them.  It 

might be exciting to read about Capone and Moran from their rural homes, but they had 

the sense not to want to live in fear.  ñDid you read where theyôre building a big high 

school for Negroes in Indy?  They were gonnaô call it Thomas Jefferson High School, but 

somebody objected to naming it after a slave holder, so itôs gonnaô be Crispus Attucks.ò 

 

ñWho w-w-was he?ò 

 

ñHe was a free black man who fought and was killed in the Revolutionary War.  

He was the first American to die in the American Revolution.ò 

 

ñD-D-Did Gov. Jackson approve that?  They s-say the KKK got him elected.ò 

 

ñYeah, some fellers came to the house awhile back to get my dad to join the 

KKK, but he didnôt like their bullying. He reminded them about D.C. Stephenson, that 

Grand Dragon they got on murder charges.  He did terrible things to that woman.ò 

 

ñNo k-kiddinô?   Some m-men came to see Dad about joininô up, but he told me 

he t-t-turned óem down, said he didnôt want no p-part of cross burninô and secrecy.  In my 

opinion, theyôre a b-bunch of hypocrites.ò  
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ñThe guys that came to see Dad told him a third of the men in Indiana belonged to 

the Klan and pressured him to get on board, look to the future of the white race.  Dad told 

óem he was a member of the human race.ò 

 

Don laughed.  ñG-Good answer.  Yer Dadôs OK, Henry.ò 

 

Where had those four years at NSHS gone? Don wondered, as he put on his best 

clothes for their 1927 commencement in the high school auditorium. There it was again: 

the mystery of time.  He could never get those years back, he was thinking, no matter 

how he might want to some day.  The sun came in through his small bedroom window as 

he straightened his stiff collar and tie.  He combed his hair carefully and decided his blue 

eyes were a definite asset.  So what if he was still short?  He had grown strong, tough, 

and healthy.   His mind this bright spring morning was on his future.  Their class flower 

was the rose, so when he walked in the door of the gymnasium Miss Saunders, beaming 

proudly, handed Don a red rose for his lapel.  Walter was in the audience with their 

mother and father and big sister Goldia.  Don lined up with his classmates, in front of 

Henry Myers, for the processional ñPomp and Circumstanceò which had to be repeated 

twice for the graduates to file regally onto the stage for the ceremony.  Fern insisted they 

leave six feet between each student so the thirteen could experience the moment the way 

a big city high school graduating class might do it.  The solemn occasion needed to be 

savored, she thought, but Don just wanted it to be done with and behind him.   
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Chapter 7 

General Motors Institute 

High school diploma in hand, Don heads to college at Flint. 

At GMI he meets many trials, but always says, ñGlad that I wentò. 

  

No cash for frills; long nights of study; college is not a breeze. 

Don survives tough freshman year, on milk and toasted cheese. 

  

Don plays some college football but is the ñRudyò of the team. 

Decides that racing or auto mechanics are more realistic dreams. 

* * *  

Donôs mind was not on the formal ceremony.  He had applied to GMI, General 

Motors Institute, for a scholarship at the urging of Mr. Smith, who had written a letter of 

recommendation for him in proper, rather hyperbolic style, about Donôs love of math and 

his proficiency in that subject as well as his fine performance in science class.  Don was 

hoping to sign up for the freshman class at this young engineering school in Flint, 

Michigan, beginning in the fall.  He had read about GMIôs history, influenced by Charles 

Kettering, an inventor and automotive entrepreneur who believed in the co-op system.  

Don was impressed because it was a practical way for a relatively poor student to work 

and study in an alternating set-up: six weeks of concentrated study, then six weeks of 

paid work in the automotive industry.    He had never visited the campus but he had 

pored over maps of Flint and was eager to see the famous automotive city and the Flint 

River.  Don was pondering his opportunities and dreading his inability to measure up 
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when he heard the Principal call his name.  ñDonald Andrew Hinesò!  Startled, he stood 

up and somehow managed to make his way across the NSHS stage to take his diploma in 

hand and get down the steps without stumbling.  He looked up to see Walter grinning and 

his parents beaming with joy.  He knew in his secret heart that he wanted fame and 

fortune, but as young as he was, he was a realist.  He knew he was only a country boy 

from a little farm in Indiana and would have to work twice as hard as his classmates to 

achieve what he wanted.  Anyhow, he reasoned, fame just made you an easy target.  

Better to be safe and honest than famous, right?  His teachers had drummed into them the 

importance of integrity, and Don believed it.   After all, Al Capone was famous, but how 

much longer could he expect to last on this earth? 

 

As spring planting occupied their time after graduation, Don and Walter were too 

busy to think much about world events and national problems, but Don continued to read 

the news aloud every morning before they went to do their chores.  He had agreed to 

work for Spangler afternoons during the summer months, and he looked forward to the 

lively debates in the shop.  After busy mornings getting the crops in and taking care of 

the livestock, it was fun to listen to the adult conversations.  Somehow they always got 

around to discussing Al Capone and his Chicago gang.  Don thought it was strange how 

they made him into some kind of American hero.  One June morning he said to Walter, 

ñLook at this!  Theyôre t-tryinô to g-g-get Al Capone for racketeering.  Chicago police 

know h-his headquarters is the Hawthorne, b-b-but heôs too smart for the cops.ò 
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Walter replied, ñWell, he gets his illegal liquor from The Purple Gang in Detroit.  

Everybody knows it.  Bootlegging is out in the open.  Why canôt the police nab him?ò 

 

Don thought the police and officials in big cities were all crooked, but he didnôt 

want to disillusion his little brother too much.  Anyhow, he figured, he didnôt know for 

sure.  He was concentrating on the letter from GMI, and the mention of Detroit stirred up 

his impatience and worry to fresh turbulence: Where was that letter?  Maybe they 

wouldnôt accept a student from such a small school in Indiana.  He needed that 

scholarship too.  It would be hard enough to survive even with the scholarship, but 

without it, how could he stay for the years it might take to get a degree and a good job?  

He knew his dad was worried about the farmôs income and couldnôt afford to support him 

in college.  The co-op program had seemed the best solution, but what if he didnôt make 

the grade?  He knew he was competing with other boys for the GMI acceptance.  He 

finished breakfast, and the brothers went to do the planting.  

 

The morning the letter came, Don was ranting about the latest string of gang 

murders in Chicago.  ñThese g-g-guys just m-mow down their rivals with sub-machine 

guns.  T-Torrio is the head honcho in Chicago, b-b-but Capone directs the d-d-dirty work 

and g-gets away with m-m-murder.ò  As he continued his raving, Walter came dashing 

through the door waving an envelope.   

 

ñHey, Don!  Looks like the letter from General Motors Institute.  It just came.ò 
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Don grabbed the letter and slit it open with his knife.   The letter had the GMI 

letterhead and was signed by the president Al Sobey. 

 

ñDear Donald:ò the letter began, ñWe are pleased to inform youéò  Donald 

began to laugh and read the rest silently.  ñWalter, Iôm in.  G-G-GMI accepted m-m-me. 

Theyôre even giving me a scholarship.  Itôs only $100, but thatôll help.  How about that?ò  

Don couldnôt remember when he had ever been so happy.  His father didnôt say a word, 

just looked concerned.  His mother was glowing.  She tried to tell him how proud she was 

but knew Ora was worried sick over how to pay for Donaldôs college.  Theyôd just have 

to manage somehow.  He had his heart set on this.  ñDad,ò Donald began, ñI know you 

think we canôt afford this, b-b-but I have to think of m-m-my future.ò Ora took his pipe 

and tapped it against his palm.  He looked up skeptically. 

 

ñAll right, Donald.  This is up to you.  We canôt afford none aô this extravagant 

college foolishness.  Yeôre goinô to have to work yer way through.  This co-op program 

sounds good, but you have to get up on yer own ever morninô, work hard, and get yer 

papers in on time.  No excuses and no horsinô around.  So, you got a scholarship?ò 

 

Donald nodded.  He was painfully aware of the responsibility this entailed, but his 

elation was unbounded.  ñL-Look, Dad.  I know how to w-w-work like a m-m-man, and 

Walter can d-drive m-me up to Flint when the t-term starts after Labor D-Day.  I wonôt 

need a c-car there, living on c-c-campus.  Y-Y-Youôll need the Oakland, and W-Walter 

can drive it b-back home.ò  Walter was eager to help and loved driving.  They intended to 
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get several more years out of the Oakland, and this was one of the few long trips the old 

car would suffer.  Walter was excited to think he and his brother would be on their own, 

nearly four hundred miles from home.  He wasnôt afraid of flat tires or overheated 

radiators.  Just get him behind the wheel and heôd get the car back home all right.   

 

ñOK, Don, Iôm your man.  Weôll drive up through Fort Wayne and take turns at 

the wheel.   Youôll be going up before high school starts for me.  Itôs gonna work out. 

Hey, did you read about Lucky Lindy making his Atlantic Ocean crossing in that little 

airplane?ò  Don laughed.  His brother was good at knowing when he needed to think 

about something exciting and distracting that had nothing to do with his stress and worry. 

The boys had been following Charles Lindberghôs adventures and admired his daring. 

ñNext thing you know, Amelia Earhart will be trying it.ò  Don nodded.  The brothers had 

agreed that Amelia was the girl of their dreams. 

   

When he and Walter drove through the entrance of General Motors Institute, and 

Don walked onto the GMI campus for the first time, his heart beat faster and his pulse 

quickened.  There was the GMI Academics Building, brand new, built by the schoolôs 

new owners, General Motors.  Walter had come with him, as promised, to drive the 

Oakland back home.  Don had taught him to drive it during Donôs senior year of high 

school.  Not only that, but since the old car had been in use for over ten years, Don had 

taught Walter simple repairs and routine, but crucial, maintenance.  They had mapped it 

out, all 390 miles from the Hendricks County farm to Flint, Michigan.   They had left 

early, their mom packing them a humongous lunch and lots of water.  Ora had retreated 
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to the barn to finish chores, he said, but Don and Walter knew their fatherôs difficulty 

with farewells, so they were off!  Now here he was on campus, scared to death, and ready 

for the worst.  Walter was hoping to spend the night and head back to Indiana the 

following day, so Don had to locate his dormitory room first. 

 

They asked upperclassmen for directions to the freshman dorm, and after a couple 

of smart-alecs tried to lead them astray, they found the right hall.  Don was eager for 

Walter to see the campus and wanted to impress his younger brother with his collegiate 

ways, so he parked the Oakland in front of the dorm, and they went in search of the 

college canteen for an early supper.  As they strolled across the grassy quad, Walter said, 

ñSay, Don, you think youôll be coming back home to the farm?ò  Donald looked down 

and shook his head: ñN-No, Walter, itôs the b-b-big city for me.  Th-Thatôs where the 

opportunities are these d-d-days.ò   

 

They strolled nonchalantly into the canteen and ordered the cheapest items on the 

menu overhead.  Chomping on grilled cheese and drinking milk, they were laughing 

about getting lost in Fort Wayne on their way up to Flint.  Relaxing and getting their 

bearings, they were startled to hear an upperclassman shout, ñAnybody drive a vintage 

Oakland?  Theyôre towinô it away!ò  Gulping, Don knocked over his chair getting up.  

Walter followed his brother, each one as nervous as a cat in a barn full of dogs.  Dashing 

across the grass at a gallop, they shouted as the campus police stood watching a tow truck 

tow away their beloved Oakland: ñWait, Waitéò both boys called to the retreating tow 

truck.  The campus officers looked indifferent and said, ñNow, calm down, Boys, was 
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that your car?ò  Don nodded, sick at his stomach.  Walter said, ñWe just parked it there 

while we had lunch, officer.ò  ñYeah, well, thatôs a restricted area.  Youôll have to go 

down to the police station, pay the fine, and retrieve it.ò   

 

Don and Walter were horrified.  Wasting money and getting in trouble already.  

They werenôt just hayseeds.  They were fools.   They got directions to the police station 

and walked rapidly down Flushing Ave.   Don was sick with worry.  His most urgent 

difficulty was money.  What would Dad say?  Here he was incurring unknown expenses 

his first day on the GMI campus.  The boys were out of breath, and Walter said, ñSlow 

down, Don, the Oakland isnôt going anyplace until we get there with the key to the 

starter.  The russet and gold leaves were raining down on them as the wind gusted across 

the river.  Walter laughed at the fall blizzard of dry leaves.  He was worried too, but his 

method of dealing with situations like this was joking and diversion.  ñHey, Don, 

remember what we were talking about the other day when you read about Al Caponeôs 

latest escapade?  Capone and his gang get their money from bootlegging illegal liquor.  

Heôs successful because there is a market, a big one!  Even the labor unions were against 

prohibition because óitôs wrong to deprive the workingman of his beer.ô  Remember we 

laughed at that one.  Prohibition isnôt working because the people want to decide for 

themselves what they drink. Will Rogers saidéò 

 

ñW-Walter, how c-c-can you joke around at a t-t-time like this?ò  Donald 

interrupted. 
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ñCome on, Don, weôll figure out something.  Anyhow, ole Will says that 

Communism is like prohibition; itôs a good idea but it wonôt work.ò    

 

ñYeah, old W-Will is smarter than all the p-p-politicians put together.  He oughta 

run for office.  W-Wish he was here right n-n-now.  Maybe heôd know what to d-d-do.ò 

 

The police station was an old square brick building on Flushing Ave.  The boys 

entered.  Don hesitated, but Walter urged him on.  ñCome on, Don.  We didnôt know we 

parked in a stupid restricted area.  Maybe theyôll have pity on a couple of hicks.ò 

 

They approached a dispatcher at a desk who had them take a seat.  Don looked 

around at wanted posters and saw his own face superimposed on the ugliest mug shot.  

How in Sam Hill was he going to get out of this one?  The police officer who motioned 

for them to enter his office looked grim.  ñSo this Oakland we found parked in a 

restricted area on the GMI grounds belongs to you guys?ò   

 

Walter answered: ñIt belongs to our father.  We live near Lizton, Indiana, on a 

farm west of Indianapolis.ò 

 

The officerôs face lit up.  ñHome of the Indy 500, right?ò 

 

Walter and Don nodded in assent.  They relaxed a little bit and waited for the 

officer to continue.  He looked over his paperwork.  ñWhat are you boys doing up here?ò 
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Don replied: ñIôm enrolling at GMI, gonna study auto mechanics and own my 

own business some day.ò 

 

ñOh, I see.  Youôll get a good practical education there.  Itôs new but they got the 

best co-op system in the nation.ò 

 

Don eagerly added: ñYes, Sir, Iôm enrolled at GMI so I can work my way through 

school.  We donôt have much money to spare.ò 

 

The officer looked up, the shadow of a smile and a hint of humor in his eyes.  So 

how do you propose to pay the fine to get your car back?ò 

 

Don and Walter looked at each other, stymied and embarrassed. 

 

ñThe fine is $10.  Do you boys have enough money to pay it now?ò 

 

Walter said, ñTo tell the truth, Officer, we canôt spare a dime.  Dad gave me 

enough to get home, almost 400 miles, but we donôt have $10 to squander.ò 

 

The officer tried to look solemn and reminded them gruffly, ñItôs important to 

obey the traffic and parking regulations.ò  He let that reminder sink in and went on:   

ñThis new campus has restrictions that they should waive during initiation week.  The 
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Department discussed this with a GMI committee last week.  They donôt even have 

enough signs posted yet, but they expect the Flint police to enforce their rules.ò   

 

Donald and Walter didnôt dare look at each other.  They were holding their breath, 

concentrating on the officerôs face, as they saw hope blooming in the Flint concrete.  The 

officer concluded: ñSince you boys are not rich college kids and havenôt got a record with 

our police department, at least not yet,ò he looked up ominously, ñIôm going to give you 

a warning ticket and let you take your car.ò 

 

Walter and Donald exhaled together, looked at each other joyfully, and thanked 

the officer, shook his hand, and hurried out to the lot where their beloved Oakland was 

sitting.  Don drove back to GMI, pulled into a space clearly marked ñFreshman Student 

Parkingò and ran up the steps into the freshman dorm where he registered and got his 

room key.  He and Walter found the room, heard noisy conversation through the door, 

and knocked.  A tall fellow one might have called a ñsnappy dresserò came to the door, 

and when Don introduced himself and his brother, he shook hands with each one and 

invited them in to meet his friends. ñThis is Ben Norton from Connecticut and over hereôs 

Sam Snyder from New Jersey.  My nameôs Harry Biddlecox.  Weôre all from out East.  

Glad to meet you.ò 

 

ñHello, pleased to meet you too.  This is m-my brother Walter.  Iôm Don Hines.ò 

 

ñOh, right.  Weôve been assigned this room.  Weôre roommates, at least for now.ò 
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Don wasnôt sure what he meant by that, but he was intrigued by Harryôs tweed 

jacket and blue knit vest.  Expensive clothes, he was sure of this.  His shoes were soft 

black leather, and his long pants were wool.  He thought the vest might be cashmere.   

Not a wrinkle in sight.  He sensed that Walter was uncomfortable, but he didnôt know 

what to say.  ñW-Well, my b-b-brother Walter n-needs a place to sleep for one n-n-night 

before he heads b-b-back to Indiana.ò 

 

Harry said, ñItôs OK.  He can take my bunk just for tonight.  My parents are 

having dinner at the Marriott, and afterwards theyôll be picking me up to go out.  They 

have a suite there.  Thereôll be plenty of room.  Iôll stay at the Marriott tonight.ò 

   

Donald and Walter thanked him profusely and excused themselves.  They were 

both hungry and figured theyôd better get something to eat before too much later.   Walter 

opened the door, and Don was out into the hallway in a flash.  Walter closed the dorm 

door carefully and smiled. ñWell, that worked out pretty well, didnôt it?ò 

 

Don was humiliated.  He didnôt want to spoil Walterôs visit, so he kept quiet as 

they walked back to the student canteen.  Donôs mind was fixed on his roommateôs 

smooth, sophisticated appearance and suave manners.  An Easterner!  He imagined how 

they must be laughing at his bumpkin style and cheap clothes.  The dormitory room was 

too expensive anyhow.  Heôd give it a try, but he was already planning to find a boarding 

house where he could eat in and save money.  On their way to the police station he had 
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noticed several old three-story Victorian houses along the river, and he thought he 

remembered seeing a ROOM FOR RENT sign on one of them.  Fall was in the air, and 

Don looked forward to exploring the city of Flint.  It was like landing on an alien planet. 

 

He and Walter ordered egg salad sandwiches and both had milk again.  Even the 

cheapest thing on the menu would quickly eat up his spare cash, Don thought.  They ate 

in silence, Walter watching Don, knowing instinctively how insecure his brother was.  

The boys were starving, so Walter suggested he spend a dime on ice cream for the two of 

them.  ñChocolate ice cream will set you up good and proper, Don,ò Walter insisted, so 

they savored the dessert, watching the future grow brighter.  Chocolate works every time. 

 

Walter left the next morning for Indiana, and Don walked around the campus 

trying to figure out what Initiation Week entailed.  There was a meeting of all freshmen 

at 2:00 that afternoon, so Don got to Academic Hall early, found a seat near the front and 

looked around him.  It was a large auditorium with uncomfortable wooden folding seats, 

tall windows, and a drafty chill in the air.  He shivered and watched boys come in and sit 

down filling the rear rows first.  He couldnôt hear as well as others, he knew, so he 

always tried to get close to the speaker.  He noticed the echo in the room was distracting 

so he knew heôd have to concentrate.  A distinguished-looking gentleman climbed the 

steps to the stage and sat down to the right of the podium.  Don wondered if that man 

could be President Sobey.  A second gentleman proceeded up the steps, strode resolutely 

to the podium, leaned forward and boomed: ñWelcome to GMI, Freshmen.  Some of you 

will soon be Madhatters, so a special greeting to that elite group.  You may feel a little 
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silly wearing the derby and sporting the school cane, but tradition lives on here in Flint.ò  

Laughter and applause followed, and Don relaxed a little.  This guy was all right.  The 

speaker continued:  ñIôm Charles Kettering.  My claim to fame is invention.  That electric 

starter on your car, if you should be so clever as to have one, is my invention.  It has 

saved many an arm and improved the automobile in a small way.  That is one of the 

primary goals in your higher education at GMI: invention, innovation, integrity ï the 

three ñInôsò of the automotive industry in America.ò  Don was captivated by this 

inspiring man, with his sensible approach and his confident demeanor.  His speech was 

short but riveting.  Don made up his mind to remember Mr. Ketteringôs final words: 

ñThere will always be a frontier where there is an open mind and a willing hand.ò 

 

When Don returned to his dorm room, Harry was sitting at his desk, smoking a 

pipe.  It smelled like home, but he was uneasy.   Don asked, ñWh-What d-d-did you think 

of K-Ketteringôs speech?ò   

 

ñAww, heôs a screwdriver and pliers mechanic.  Working class.  He has big ideas, 

but the wave of the future is real estate and investment in industry.  Iôm here to get a 

rudimentary education in mechanics so I can transfer to a bigger school and get a more 

prestigious degree in engineering or business management.ò 

 

This left Don speechless and angry.  He changed the subject.  ñD-Do you know 

what th-th-this M-M-Madhatter stuff is all about?ò 
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Harry laughed.  ñOh yes, the eggheads are encouraged right off to compete for the 

dubious honor of wearing silly derby hats and carrying ridiculous canes to impress the 

freshmen on Initiation Day.  Didnôt you notice what geeks those guys were?  I wouldnôt 

waste my time working my tail off to get into that club of losers.  I intend to join a 

fraternity.  Itôs Sigma Alpha Epsilon for me.  Only the oldest and the best.  They cultivate 

leaders, movers and shakers.ò 

 

Don didnôt want to admit that he knew absolutely nothing about fraternities, but 

he had been impressed with the intelligence and good humor heôd seen in the Madhatters. 

He said, ñW-W-Well, they were n-n-nice to m-me and seemed like smart k-k-kids.ò   He 

felt instinctively that he should be defending the Madhatters but didnôt know enough 

about the group to do it effectively, so he changed the subject again. ñWh-Wh-What 

courses are you t-t-taking?  We sign up for our classes tomorrow, right?ò 

 

ñRight.  ñI need Fundamentals of Mechanical Engineering and have to take an 

English and higher math course.  How about you?ò   

 

ñW-Well, I hope to t-t-take a math c-course and enroll in an auto m-m-mechanics 

c-c-curriculum.ò   

 

ñGM will be paying us to work for an employer in the Flint area during the six-

week co-operative segment.  I hear we stay with the same employer the whole time.ò 
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ñSeems like a g-g-good system to m-me, practical.ò 

 

ñMaybe so, but itôs too much like a trade school for my taste.  I canôt wait to 

transfer to a school with better credentials.ò 

 

Don took in the information, watching Harryôs face, envying his well-groomed, 

confident style.  Growing angry at Harryôs superior attitude, he said, ñWh-Why are you 

w-wasting your t-t-time with a f-fraternity?  What d-d-does that accomplish?ò 

 

Harryôs face fell.  He sensed his roommateôs belligerent criticism.  ñYou probably 

wouldnôt understand the social benefits of the Greek Societies.  In business itôs important 

to schmooze and booze.  Thatôs the main reason Prohibition is a joke.  I hear Sigma 

Alpha Epsilon gets the best bootleg liquor around.ò  He turned away from Don and 

commenced writing. 

 

Don left and began walking from the campus towards downtown Flint.  He 

brooded and fumed, mulling over what Harry had told him.  Was this cynical information 

true?  Should he be trying to rush one of the fraternities on campus?  Which one?  He felt 

totally ignorant about such things.  With the Madhatters he was swimming in more 

familiar waters.  He knew how to work hard and study.  He didnôt know the first thing 

about schmoozing and didnôt like the taste of the booze heôd sneaked one night after 

basketball practice.  So heôd stick with the Madhatters, for friends anyway, and maybe 

heôd make the grade and join them.  If not, that was all right too.   
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He walked for hours down well-lit avenues, past colorful, bright advertising, up 

dark, filthy alleys where he startled a tom cat.  From the first, he was drawn to the Flint 

River.  After matriculation the following day, he dug into a routine, studying every night, 

and making certain not to miss any classes.  His frequent nightly rambles when he 

couldnôt sleep always ended up along the dark, shimmering water that reminded him of 

the Wabash back in Indiana where one of his uncles had a summer home.  Heôd been to 

visit Uncle Hobart during the summer when his parents, in one of their rare vacation 

moods, had taken the family for a reunion on the beautiful river in western Indiana.  He 

loved the relaxing lap of the water and the patterns of sunlight on the current as he sat 

watching for fish and crawdads.  He could think more clearly by the river.  He liked to lie 

in the grass, his hands behind his head, watching the clouds move peacefully along, 

listening to the musical sound of the rushing river as it flowed placidly down to the Ohio.  

Oh, he loved the river.  Sometimes heôd fall asleep and wake up with alarm, wondering 

where he was and how he got there.  The Flint River was a far cry from the Wabash, but 

it served to calm his agitated mind and liberate his cramped spirit.   

 

Don managed to survive his first six weeks of academic work and even joined the 

GMI football team.  He was too short to get much opportunity to play, but the coach 

encouraged him to stick with it, told him it would build character.  Don soon became 

disillusioned, however, sitting on the bench game after game in the cold drizzle when he 

knew he should be studying.  Heôd never been so bored.  On top of Donôs uncomfortable 

conclusion that heôd made a big mistake to try football, Harry gave him a hard time about 
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the football team. ñCome on, Donald, GMI is a brand-new school, their athletic program 

has no history, no prestige.  The coach teaches physics, for heavenôs sake.  Youôre 

wasting your time sitting on that bench game after game.ò Harryôs ability to make him 

feel stupid irritated Don, especially when he knew Harry was right.  They won their 

games but only because they played only trade schools and other young experimental 

community colleges as inexperienced in the art and science of football as GMI.  If Don 

could have seen into the future, heôd have laughed at the early demise of the infamous 

GMI football team.  It lasted only a few years more, and then when GMI became 

Kettering University, popular campus t-shirts proudly announced: KETTERING 

UNIVERSITY FOOTBALL - UNDEFEATED SINCE 1919.  Undefeated because KU 

football ceased to exist in the 1930s when they decided football was irrelevant to well-

trained engineers and mechanics.  

 

As the term advanced, Don and Harry soon came to an amicable agreement that 

Don would move out.  He found cheaper quarters on 3
rd

 Avenue, where he had found a 

room for rent in a boarding house where he could have more privacy and eat meals he 

prepared himself from the grocery market downtown.  His landlady, Mrs. Murphy, was a 

kind-hearted lady who served regular meals in the dining room for an additional fee, but 

Don preferred to eat oatmeal and raisins with milk for breakfast, bologna and cheese 

sandwiches for lunch and hot dogs for supper.   His favorite drink was chocolate milk, 

which he kept cold outside the window on the sill, and he had a small hotplate for those 

rare occasions when he bothered to cook hot dogs or heat up soup.   He enjoyed the 

independence of the boarding house and the freedom from scrutiny by fancy-pants Harry, 
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his proper roommate, and Harryôs snooty friends.  He and Harry greeted each other 

frequently in classes and on the job, but Don found more compatible friends among the 

unfashionable eggheads and geeks.   

 

He was thriving in the co-op program and earning more than enough money to 

pay his own way through GMI.  The automotive industry was an exciting, challenging, 

rewarding field that suited Don perfectly.  The school issued the students regulation 

coveralls in which Don felt completely at home.  They reminded him of his first real 

boss, Mr. Spangler, who had so kindly lent him his first pair of coveralls and taught him 

many practical skills: how to use basic tools and how to relate to customers.  He could 

apply the common sense approach heôd picked up in the Lizton shop and make his GMI 

work experience more valuable.  One problem he had, however, was resisting his love of 

tinkering.  He sometimes became distracted by an inventive idea and let the job he was 

supposed to be on go begging.  His instructors and supervisors grew accustomed to 

reminding Don to get back to his task and stop inventing on company time.  He resolved 

that someday heôd own his own business and be his own boss.  Then he could tinker all 

he wanted and would develop some innovative device that would revolutionize the 

automotive industry.  Always in his mindôs eye he saw Mr. Kettering in his careless 

tweed jacket, waving his arms in enthusiastic exuberance, reminding him and his 

classmates that ñit doesnôt matter if you try and try and try again and fail.  It does matter 

if you try and fail and fail to try again.ò 
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The summer after Donôs first year at GMI offered him time to relax as well as a 

chance to resume his friendship and employment with Spangler.  He enjoyed telling his 

old boss all about his instructors, the co-op system, the GM organization, and what he 

had learned in class and on the job.  He had an easy, relaxed relationship with his boss 

and didnôt mind telling him embarrassing mistakes heôd made.   Don admitted that heôd 

taken unnecessary chances in wandering the city of Flint at night when he couldnôt sleep. 

ñI was m-m-mugged once over in Elm Park in a back alley that I knew w-was a rough 

part of t-town, but the young p-punk didnôt g-g-get much.ò  He told Spangler about the 

speakeasy that some of the students frequented.  Don and his boss agreed that Prohibition 

was a mistake.  The older man defended it as a way to curb alcohol abuse, but Don 

argued that it only encouraged young guys to throw their money away on the black 

market and line the pockets of outlaws like Capone and The Purple Gang.  Don said, 

ñYoung g-g-guys think itôs exciting t-t-to g-go to these illegal g-g-gin joints.  It m-makes 

óem feel big.ò  Spangler asked Don what he did for entertainment in Flint.  Don admitted 

that he couldnôt afford to do too much and needed to study, but he told his boss about the 

Capitol Theater in Flint where heôd seen a movie or two with some of his Madhatter 

buddies.  Don said, ñThey c-call the Capitol Theater óa touch of Italy.ô  Itôs a s-swell 

theater.  Iôd rather go to Italy, b-but for n-now Flintôll have to do.ò   

 

Spangler said, ñDid you hear about the Ku Klux Klan march in Indy after Crispus 

Attucks High School opened its doors?ò 

 

ñN-No, what happened?ò 
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ñThey say it took over an hour for the marchers to pass the school.ò Don frowned. 

 

The annual Indy 500 excursion with Uncle Milford had become a family tradition. 

Don felt himself a part of the automotive and racing scene.  He found out who the rookies 

were and picked out the rookie he thought could rival George Souders, who had won the 

year before, a long shot, by eight laps.  It had been an exciting race in ó27.  He missed the 

rivalry of Jimmy Murphy and Tommy Martin, both self-taught mechanics and real dare 

devils.  Heôd never forget how Jimmy Murphy had put a Miller engine in his Duesenberg 

chassis and won the 1922 race.  Uncle Milford had talked with the boys about that ironic 

turn of events and engraved on Donôs mind the importance of ingenuity.   

 

On that Wednesday, May 30, 1928, Lou Meyer won the Indy 500, but Don and 

Walter had been rooting for Souders, who had knocked out the competition the year 

before.  He came in 3
rd
, but Don was still shaken from the three horrible crashes.  Don 

wondered if heôd have the nerve to continue if his relief driver or riding mechanic were 

killed on the track.  Theyôd watched the car, going over 100 mph, flip over, throwing the 

victim, who died from a concussion on the way to the hospital.  Death was a predator, 

stalking people who took risks but grabbing unsuspecting victims along the way as well. 

He loved the brickyard, 3.2 million bricks, each hard enough to kill a race car driver or 

riding mechanic.  He remembered Kettering talking about taking risks.  Don resolved to 

take all the risks necessary to succeed, but he wasnôt sure how heôd react to real danger 
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and the horror of injury and death.    He did love excitement, and the Indy 500 was in his 

blood. 

 

Returning to GMI in the fall felt like going home.  The year on 1700 W. 3
rd

 Ave. 

began with another appearance by Kettering who urged common sense in all endeavors 

and insisted that experience isnôt just the best teacher; itôs the only possible teacher.  

Working for GM was good experience, and Don soaked up every bit that came his way.  

His instructors praised his efforts, and his efforts were rewarded in his math classes.  

English, however, was his Waterloo.  He dreaded the term papers and sweated blood 

getting them written.  He was so used to seeing ñCò scrawled at the top that heôd have 

fainted at any other grade.  A C+ was cause for hope and celebration.  He did get his term 

papers in on time and learned something with each agonizing assignment, but his 

desperate spelling and creative grammar plagued him.  

 

 He still read the newspapers down in the student lounge and on February 15
th
 was 

disgusted to read that Al Caponeôs gang had allegedly murdered seven members of the 

rival Chicago gang led by Bugs Moran.  The St. Valentineôs Day Massacre in Chicago 

was the horrifying climax of the endless gang war fueled by competition for the lucrative 

bootleg trade.  Don felt guilty for secretly admiring Caponeôs bold confidence and daring 

schemes, but crime was crime, and murder was the worst.  The newspapers reported that 

Capone himself was in Florida basking in the sun while the Chicago slaughter occurred.  

Later in the term, he read that Capone had been arrested for carrying concealed weapons.  



 149 

Formatted:  Right:  0.25"

Capone was a slippery one, Don thought; theyôd have to put him away for some ordinary 

crime like tax evasion.    

 

 Meanwhile, he survived his last year at GMI by dogged persistence and a steady 

diet of oatmeal and raisins.  He was determined to work hard, get his papers in on time, 

and succeed.  He looked forward to his 6 weeks of co-op work and gained a reputation 

for reliability and productivity.   When he had read about the St. Valentineôs Day 

Massacre, heôd noted that one of the bloody victims machine gunned to death was the 

gangôs auto mechanic and another was an innocent optometrist who evidently was 

seeking the thrill of hanging out with mobsters.  Somehow that put everything into 

perspective.  His steady diet of work and Spartan lifestyle might not be very exciting, but 

he was still alive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




