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ERIC WAS A REAL GENTLEMAN. He and my father, Ansgar, about the same age, had been friends since their youth. For two weeks one summer when 15 years of age I worked for Eric as a farmhand.

The 60 acres of good undulating land Eric had fronted on a straight section line dirt road. The short driveway had a line of elms separating it from the field on the right, a caragana hedge on the left separated it from the front lawn of the neat better-than-average house. Continuing past the house towards the red barn the drive turned left into a small yard. To enter the house we passed through a gate, up a short walk, then up four steps to the back door. Really, this was the entry always used. Front doors of farm houses were mostly a fixture.
You had to have one. If asked what they were for you wouldn't have a good answer. You just had to have one.

The barn differed from most, which usually quartered the livestock on the first floor with hay mow or storage above. Eric's barn had the hay mow to the ground of the southern end; a long lean-to along the back side housed the stanchioned milk cows with stalls for horses and pens for calves. Beyond the barn was a one car garage with sheds for chickens and pigs behind. Ahead and to the left off in the edge of a grove of trees stood a one-story building with an "A" shaped roof.
This had been Eric's father, Jes' woodworking shop. The two weeks I worked for Eric his father was already dead. In earlier years I had seen Jes occasionally but never knew him really. A few times we had visited socially as a family. Jes was withdrawn and didn't demonstrate the interest in children characteristic of most adults.

Eric remained a bachelor all his life. The two weeks of my sojourn his mother was still living. A friendly person, she kept house for Eric. We rose at 5AM, had 'coffee', I probably drank milk, and had a cookie, went out and milked the cows and performed the other chores, came in for breakfast; after that proceeded with other farm work such as haying or building fence. In the middle of the forenoon a coffee break. Dinner was at noon. Another coffee break in the middle of the afternoon. Around six o'clock we came in from the field, had supper, than did the evening chores of milking, feeding pigs and chickens, etc. About 9 o'clock with chores completed we had another coffee break, then retired. I mention all the coffee breaks because they were unusual. A break in the afternoon was stan​dard on most farms, some also had a break in the forenoon when work was heavy but ordinarily that was it.


Eric was an even-tempered friendly person whom I enjoyed working for. He had recently replaced the old Model T touring car with a new black '36 Chevrolet 2-door sedan. Not many farmers purchased new cars. Jes, Eric's father, wore a full beard, was about average height and build or perhaps slightly smaller than average. He was an artisan, a wood carver, a trade learned in Denmark before he emigrated. I never entered the shop in the edge of the grove but it was here Jes had built the altars, altar rails, pulpits and baptismal fonts with hand tools. Carvings of the apostles adorned the pul​pits. When a new church was built in the Danish Lutheran synod Jes often was commissioned. His status in the community inspired a sense of awe in us children.

Eric had two sisters, one, Nora, lived on a farm up the road half a mile with her husband, Chris Birkholm. They were my second parents. Nora especially was a second mother. The last two years Of high school I lived with them doing chores for board and room. Nora was an artist. We still have her painting of the lake, Little Butternut Lake, below the church, given us for our wedding. Chris, a carpenter as well as a farmer, made the frame.

Time passed. Eric moved to the Pioneer Home, an old people's home built in town by the Lutheran Church. Hearsay informed me he had become despondent before he died, said his life was a failure, "he hadn't accomplished anything."

Nora, who survived her husband, Chris, and brother, Eric, later moved into the Pioneer Home. Rosemary and I visited her when back to see my mother. At the time of our last visit she was 94 years old and confined to bed; she knew her life here was soon over.
She told me I had done right by converting to the Catholic faith. She rambled on. When she was young her family lived in Iowa. Her father had then moved the family up to Wisconsin, the community they had since lived in. In Iowa at the school he attended, Eric impressed his teachers very fav​orably, one_stating he had potential for college and a professional career. But his father wished to devote himself to his woodwork and Eric was needed to run the farm.

Concurrently my father, Ansgar, grew up on a farm one mile east of Eric's; homesteaded by his father, Anders, also an emigrant from Denmark. His wife, Hanne, was a skilled buttermaker, a skill she learned prior to emigrating. So they started a creamery on the homestead. A good business man, Anders handled that part and the pickup of the cream. Hanne was the first professional woman buttermaker in the state. The farm and creamery operation provided well enough for them. Family-wise they had one son, my father, and two daughters. These three survived, although more than one child died in infancy. World War I did not take my father away; he was exempt for farm work. Anders and Hanne died before I was born in 1921. My father inherited the homestead, no doubt with some indebtedness. He also had received an inordinate affection for the old home place,, or belief that he had to keep it going. The Great Depression of the ‘30s took it out of his hands. A sense of failure affected him deeply. His talent was not for business, rather he was a horticul​turist as he later demonstrated. After two periods of treatment at the Wiscon​sin state mental hospital and years on WPA he moved to southern California where his sisters with their families had previously emigrated to. As a gardener for the City of Los Angeles much of his time was spent in the Rose Garden of Expos​ition Park adjacent to the L. A. Coliseum. The 144 varieties of roses in this garden he knew by heart.

To my mother I once put the question, "Why did your folks leave the old coun​try to come here?" Her response, "They were hoping for something different, more opportunity." She took a trip to Denmark in the ‘50s to visit relatives and see her ancestral home. One observation she related: At a farm she visited, the father kept his teenage sons in a state of peonage; they dared not question him. He was the boss!

Reflections. Do fathers use their sons? If they are successful in business, building a going ranch or farm, do they keep them in bondage to their dreams, to their ego? Our generation, nine of us brothers and sisters, were saved from any such situation perhaps by very understanding parents, perhaps by the almost zero financial condition of our parent's estate. Money or property can be a prison. We were completely free to seek whatever honorable pursuit we wished. The free​dom our grandparents sought we had!
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