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Country Town
The little town of the Middle West during the 

1890’s was something different from the quiet vil
lage of New England and New York state. Nor 
was it like the small Southern town or the bustling 
city-to-be of the West. The kind of little town in
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which I grew up existed mainly to serve the fami
lies that lived on the farm round about. These 
Iowa farmers were a remarkable race. They were 
horny-handed sons of toil, and all that; but they 
were much more than mere field laborers. They 
were, as a rule, strong characters. It seems to me 
that the dominant quality that characterized most 
of them was a hardy individualism. Being much 
alone, in the fields, behind the plow, the farmer 
had a habit of thinking things out for himself. 
Usually he raised, besides his crops and livestock, 
a large family — all within a rather stern disci
pline of hard work, hearty food, the fear of God, 
and self-reliance.

The country town was integrated in a thousand 
ways with this rural life and activity. And yet it
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had an entity of its own, never wholly apart from 
the farm and the farmers, but designed also to 
serve those who were serving the farmers. This 
entity comprised three institutions — the church, 
the school, and the store. You might think the 
town churches and schools were wholly for towns- 
folk, but that would be a mistake, for a few farm 
families always attended services in town, and a 
number of country boys and girls came into town 
to high school. But the store was the real mixing- 
bowl. Though some of them, like the implement 
stores, found their patronage almost wholly among 
the farmers, and most of them were inclined to 
cater to the country trade rather more than to that 
of the town, it was the stores that demonstrated 
most definitely the social and economic integration 
with the rural elements that was the essence of the 
small town.

I tell the story as I saw it. Whoever wishes to 
read an historical survey treatment of the Mid
western small town may find a thoughtful and 
entertaining one in Main Street on the Middle 
Border, by my friend Lewis Atherton; but the 
survey I shall set forth here is one obtained 

through observations of a wide-eyed boy who 
lived in three different Iowa towns in the eighteen- 
nineties. One of these places claimed over three 
thousand population; the others each had about 
two thousand and enjoyed the prestige of being 
county seats.



COUNTRY TOW N 3

My story conflicts with some observations re
corded by others, and especially with the more 
jaundiced accounts. Mine was a comparatively 
happy childhood, and there is not much hate-dis
tortion in my recollections of it. I have read many 
studies of the small town by writers of fiction and 
by sociologists; and some of them have empha
sized its ambitious aping of city ways, some its 
sexual vices, some its rapacity and propensity to 
"gouge" its farmer patrons. In those allegations 
there is almost always some truth, for men and 
women of many types of character made up this 
village society; but my own memories are chiefly of 
good, well intentioned people, a "folksy" society, 
a healthy environment. Again and again my recol
lections return to the basically rural nature of the 
small town as I knew it, its green look, its fresh 
outdoor mood. It was countrified. No suburb this: 
sub rure rather than sub urbe.

Church for Editor Mott and his family was the 
local Methodist Church. Church life was organ
ized into a full day of activities on Sunday, prayer 
meeting on Wednesday night, choir practice on 
Thursday night, week-day afternoon Aid Society 
and Missionary Society activities for Mother, and 
a "protracted meeting" throughout two to six 
weeks in the Winter to warm up the religious emo
tions of the old church members and get some new 
ones in.

No lying late abed of a Sunday morning! Up
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bright and early we were, to get our chores done 
— milking the cow and cleaning the barn, feeding 
the chickens, emptying the ashes and filling the 
woodbox and coal-bucket, and so on — all in 
plenty of time to wash and dress carefully for 
Sunday School at ten. This weekly “getting 
ready“ included the blacking of shoes for the fam
ily, finding a collection penny and a clean handker
chief for each child, and getting us all started 
together and in good time in a seemly Sunday pro
cession. Mother, of course, had the oversight of 
all these details, as well as the responsibility of 
getting the dinner roast on to cook while we were 
at services; and in addition she had on her mind 
thoughts for the Sunday School class of young 
girls which she was about to teach — a duty which 
she took very seriously. But I am sure that the 
Sunday morning parade of husband and wife fol
lowed by four spick-and-span children all setting 
off for Sunday School was her pride and joy.

At Sunday School we received cards bearing 
colored pictures of Bible scenes for attendance 
prizes, and papers to bring home for Sunday read
ing. Of these, the Classmate, to which some of the 
Youth's Companion writers sometimes contrib
uted, seemed to me far the best; it was for the older 
scholars. After Sunday School, we children were 
usually allowed to run home and read our papers 
and await the return of our elders for Sunday din
ner. But occasionally there was a campaign to
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keep the children for preaching service. One 
preacher named McKee (would I could forget 
him!) once promised to give a Bible to each child 
who would attend service for a full year and turn 
in at the end of that time a schedule of the texts 
the preacher had used in his fifty-two sermons. I 
not only fulfilled the requirement but wrote out 
each text on a fancy card taken from a set of greet
ing samples in Father's printing office, all bound 
together in ribbons with Mother’s help. This 
fancy record of my fidgetty attendance at many 
dull sermons was presented through my Sunday 
School teacher as intermediary; it mildly amused 
the Reverend Mr. McKee, who never remembered 
to give me a Bible.

For Sunday dinner we nearly always had a gen
erous roast of beef, put on the fire in an iron kettle 
before Sunday School and timed to be done about 
twenty minutes after twelve. In Winter the roast 
was cooked atop the hard-coal burner in the dining 
room, in Summer on the back of the kitchen stove. 
If the preacher over-ran the twelve o’clock closing 
time for morning service, Mother was on pins and 
needles; she could smell her roast burning five 
blocks away. Nor was she the only one. House
wives in general despised long-winded preachers; 
and most ministers, mindful of this feature of do
mestic economy, advanced upon “Fifthly and Fi
nally’’ a few minutes before twelve and finished 
on the dot — or, well, nearly on the dot.
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What wonderful Sunday dinners! Luscious 
roast beef, with potatoes browned in its juices; and 
then, when meat and potatoes had been removed, 
rich brown gravy made after them in the pot! Per
haps the supreme pleasure was one that was 
passed around among us children, Sunday after 
Sunday, of swabbing the bottom of the pot with 
crusts, thus regaling ourselves with the richest of 
the gravy on home-made bread.

After dinner, there were naps. There were no 
games on Sunday, except checkers. I cannot ex
plain this exception, but it is true that Father some
times indulged in this quiet diversion with us of a 
Sunday afternoon. Of course, the little ones had 
to be at “Yunra Lig” at three. Junior League was 
a branch of Epworth League, the Methodist young 
people’s society. I cannot remember any pleasure 
in the junior affiliate; but Epworth League, which 
met before church in the evening, was a challenge 
to me, because by the time I was fourteen or fifteen 
I was given the responsibility of organizing pro
grams for some of the meetings. This was fun, 
and fitted in with the training I was receiving at 
about the same time in “rhetoricals” at school.

Evening services were chiefly for the younger 
members and the popular audience, and became 
important to me only after I began “going with 
girls” and singing in the choir. The morning choir 
was composed of performers of some local repu
tation, but at the evening service there was a choir
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of young folks. Seeing the girls home from church 
at night was exciting — especially the ordeal of 
asking them. Taking a girl to church was almost 
tantamount to announcing an engagement, but 
taking her home was different. Boys would line up 
outside the church door as “church let out“ and 
wait until the girls of their choice emerged. Then 
a boy would step out and mumble, “See you 
home?“ He did not need to speak very plainly, for 
the girl understood clearly enough what he was up 
to. If she said “No,“ the disappointed swain slunk 
off quickly into the shadows, hoping against hope 
that not all his friends had seen him “turned 
down.“ It seems strange that there were not fre
quent fights among rivals at the church door, but 
such occurrences were rare. It was all decorous 
and according to a fixed social code which permit
ted no interference with couples who were “going 
steady“ and which recognized fully the girls' privi
lege to accept or refuse without insistence or an
noyance. Choir practice offered similar opportu
nities, but there the group was smaller. Epworth 
League socials gave many a boy (myself among 
them) his first opportunities for dating.

Thus church-affiliated activities, though cen
tered upon Sunday, were by no means limited to 
that day. Mid-week prayer meeting was attended 
by all the “pillars“ and many humbler, but faithful, 
members. I sometimes went with my mother; and 
though I was, as a rule, rather bored by the pro-
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ceedings, I found some interest in the eccentricities 
of the ancient ones who habitually offered testi
mony or prayer, or both, at these gatherings. 
There was one patriarchal saint who prayed every 
week for all the great of the earth — President 
McKinley, Queen Victoria, Senator Allison, Ad
miral Dewey, the Governor, the Mayor, and so on, 
down to the preacher and “the few here humbly 
foregathered in this sanctuary." And another old 
valetudinarian with creaking joints would kneel 
painfully and begin, “Here, O Lord, on the bendi- 
fied knees of this sinfullen, fasticaten body—’’ 
and so on. Or at least it sounded like that: what 
he really was speaking to the Lord about was his 
“sinful and fast-decaying body.” Artificial as 
prayer meeting seemed, it doubtless brought “spir
itual refreshment" to many by furnishing an op
portunity for religious utterance.

The Ladies’ Aid Society was an important part 
of the church socially and financially. Was the old 
aisle carpet worn out? Talk to the Ladies’ Aid 
about it. Was the parsonage shabby for want of 
paint? Call on the Ladies’ Aid. The Aid Society 
“socials," fairs, food sales, and dinners were im
portant community events. The Missionary Soci
eties were active, too, both Home and Foreign; 
and there was some competition between them in 
fund raising and sponsored events.

The Easter Collection was the great goal and 
occasion of the Women's Foreign Missionary So-



COUNTRY TOW N 9

ciety. We children, who did not receive allow
ances from our parents until much later, employed 
many devices to raise our own contributions; but 
everyone had to do his part, for competition be
tween Sunday School classes for the largest joint 
donation was keen. One year I dug horse-radish 
root, grated it, and put it into old bottles with a 
little vinegar and water and sold it about the 
neighborhood. I made my grater by cutting a piece 
of tin from an old baking-powder can and pound
ing nail holes through at close intervals. The grat
ing was hard on hands, and the horse-radish got 
into one’s nose and eyes; but the neighbors bought 
the stuff and liked it, and I had the satisfaction of 
thinking my dimes helped save the souls of some of 
the “heathens.”

The Home Missionary activity that I remember 
best was the Flower Mission, for which we col
lected great quantities of home-grown flowers to 
send to hospitals, charitable homes, penitentiaries, 
etc. They were sometimes sent a long way off; I 
think the express companies cooperated in the 
work as a contribution to charity. The nearest 
beneficiary of our Flower Mission was the county 
jail, the few inmates of which were undoubtedly 
surprised to have their cells brightened by sweet 
peas and roses. This gesture of a sentimental 
penology had some curious effects, not all of them 
pleasing to the Missionary Society; but some sto
ries always came back of suffering made easier to
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bear, hard hearts touched, and lives reformed by 
the ministry of flowers.

The greatest church effort of the year, however, 
was the revival meeting, which usually came in the 
Winter. The stated objects of this series of meet
ings were to save sinners and to revive the fainting 
religious spirit of the church itself. Though the 
regular minister sometimes delivered the sermons, 
preachers with aptitude for evangelistic work — 
professional "revivalists” — were usually invited 
in. Their preaching was nearly always emotional, 
and they were skilful in developing a community 
excitement which came to a climax in the mesmeric 
frenzy of the final meetings at the church. I con
fess with sorrow that after these many years I 
cherish a deep resentment against "revivalists” 
who caught me in their web of mass hysteria when 
I was a boy: my psyche still bears the scars of that 
experience.

A little later, as a high school lad, I went 
through a series of meetings led by William A. 
("Billy") Sunday. This was in the years when 
that great evangelist, newly recuited from the 
ranks of professional baseball, was still giving at
tention to the smaller towns; later he was taken 
over entirely by the great cities. In my home town 
it had to be a "union effort," in which the Metho
dists and the Presbyterians joined. There was at 
first much objection to taking in the Presbyterians, 
many of whom (it was whispered) played cards
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and danced. But the Reverend Mr. Sunday would 
come to Audubon, Iowa, only if the churches 
would join forces in one big drive on sin, and he 
had his way. He also had his way about an audi
torium. The Presbyterians had a smaller member
ship but a larger church; the Methodists, in order 
to meet the seating capacity challenge, erected a 
temporary gallery in their church with the inten
tion of bringing the meetings within a Methodistic 
aura. But as soon as Mr. Sunday got into town 
and took one look at the gallery monstrosity, he 
declared it unsightly, unsafe, and unsuitable, and 
moved over to the Presbyterian Church. “Billy” 
Sunday always ran the show; he made his own 
aura.

By this time I was inured to the hypnotics of re
vivalism. Oh, I was loyal to “Billy” and his works; 
I was on his side, and I sang in his big choir 
throughout the meetings. But I could watch him 
objectively and analyze his techniques and effects. 
His acrobatic homiletics were a sight to behold: 
with one foot on the seat of a chair and the other 
on top of the lectern, he would shake both fists in 
the faces of his gaping congregation and call them 
hypocrites and liars. When he prayed, he took it 
for granted that the Lord knew baseball slang as 
well as Scripture, and he talked to Him familiarly: 
“You know I’m doing the best I can for these hyp
ocrites down here in Audubon, Iowa, Lord. I’ve 
preached Your word till I'm hoarse, I've held



12 THE PALIMPSEST

meetings day and night, I’ve shouted and ago
nized and prayed. I’ve worn myself out, but the 
Devil has a strangle holt on the people of Audu
bon, I guess. I've pitched fast strikes right over 
the plate, Lord — no curves. If you know of any- 
think else I can do to make them quit their lying, 
and going after other men’s wives, and sneaking 
around to the drugstores for their whiskey, and 
cheating their neighbors, why, just you let me 
know, Lord, and I'll do it! You know I'll do it if it 
kills me, Lord!”

There was some disillusion in the aftermath of a 
series of “Billy” Sunday meetings. I remember the 
quarreling after the Audubon meeting about 
whether the Methodists or the Presbyterians 
would get this or that new convert, and which 
church would get more than the other. Also, though 
all, in the closing days of the meeting, had al
lowed a mass enthusiasm to sweep them into mak
ing a whopping big farewell testimonial collection 
for the evangelist, after he was gone, with the 
money in his pocket, a feeling grew that it was not 
a very nice thing to have so much cash taken out of 
town so easily. Then too, there was the inevitable 
backsliding. “Billy” Sunday's athletic figure had 
scarcely disappeared, waving his hat to the crowd 
from the rear platform of the single passenger car 
of the “accommodation train” on the branch line, 
when word got about that the star convert of the 
whole meeting was on a sensational bender.
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What great centers of our social life the church
es were! It seems to me that more than half the 
social activities of our town radiated from the 
church. There were the ice-cream “sociables,” the 
lawn parties, the cake sales, the fairs, the big 
church dinners, the Ladies* Aid bees, the Epworth 
League parties, the Christmas Eve exercises (with 
program and tree and gifts for all), the annual 
church-wide Sunday School picnic, and more, and 
more. And the church services themselves were, 
of course, social events of importance, where we 
met and visited with friends, and the young people 
began courtships.

Lodge meetings, for some unregenerates, took 
the place of church services; but for most people 
church and lodge seemed to supplement each oth
er, and much was made of the religious teachings 
in the rituals of the “orders.” Protestant ministers 
commonly belonged to the lodges (sometimes to 
several) and if they did not “go through the 
chairs,” at least served as chaplains. Many others 
would belong to two or three such organizations. 
My father was a good Mason, an Odd Fellow, 
and a Knight of Pythias. The costumes of the 
“orders,** their marching and parades, and their 
funeral and Memorial Day services were fascinat
ing to a young boy. It was an impressive sight 
when a lodge in full regalia would attend church 
in a body, as most of them did annually.

Some social life clustered also around the
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schools — especially about the high schools. I 
have very little memory of my first two years of 
school. I had been enrolled in the First Room of 
the What Cheer, Iowa, Public Schools only a few 
weeks when I marched in what I faintly remember 
as a tremendous parade down the Main Street of 
the town to celebrate the quadricentennial of Co
lumbus’ discovery of America, a tiny American 
flag clutched in my hand.

By the time I reached the Third Grade, we had 
moved to Tipton, where my father had bought a 
newspaper, and I was doing very badly in school. 
Every day was agony to me. Worst was mental 
arithmetic: 2 plus 7 divided by 3 times 9 plus 3 
times 10 less 200 divided by 10. Answer? A flurry 
of hands waving in the air, but never Frank Mott s 
hand. He had been lost in confusion and woe 
away back at “times 9 plus 3.“ One afternoon 
Father visited our Room; and when we were all 
lined up at the blackboard, showing off for the 
editor by doing some quick arithmetic, he saw me 
peeking at what my neighbor was writing down in 
a desperate effort to keep up with the class. Oh, 
no; Father never punished me for that cheating, 
but he did mention it that evening at supper. I am 
sure our parents were worried about the school re
lations of both their sons; my brother was having 
even a harder time than I was, and later in the year 
was demoted one grade. My worst memory of 
that painful year is of the public punishment of one
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of the boys in my class, for I do not know what of
fense. He was about twice as big as any other boy 
in our Room; and the "Professor" (as we called the 
Town Superintendent of Schools) and the janitor 
tied him up on two chairs on the rostrum and beat 
him with straps. I had never known any violence 
at home, nor ever seen much brutality on the play
ground or anywhere else; and this was a truly 
shocking experience for me. Maybe it taught us 
young spectators some kind of lesson, as it was 
doubtless supposed to do: I am sure it did not 
teach us to love or respect our elders.

The only thing I remember enjoying in the 
Third Grade was singing the popular swinging 
hymn-tunes of that time. We always had devo
tional exercises in the morning (as we had on the 
day of that memorable beating), and we sang with 
a will, "Work, for the Night is Coming" and "We 
Are Washed in the Blood of the Lamb." It was a 
couple of months after the official beating of the 
boy in our Third Grade that some of the big boys 
in the high school caught the "Professor" in a sec
ond-floor corridor and threw him downstairs, near
ly breaking his neck. A little later the "Professor" 
resigned.

I think such abuses were not very common in 
Iowa schools in the Nineties. In this case there 
was a political clique which was in control of the 
Court House, the town government, and the 
schools. Father and his newspaper were engaged
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in a bitter contest with this group, and there was a 
feeling at our house that the Professor was re
venging himself against Father when he demoted 
my brother; but we were instructed never to say 
anything of the sort outside of the home, and 
Mother was the only one who ever expressed her
self freely on the subject.

Fourth Grade was far better. Teacher was a 
large, pretty girl with a pink and white complex
ion, and we all loved her. On the last day of school 
we gave her a farewell present. We had a commit
tee on collection of funds for this purpose, another 
on the choice of a gift, and a third on the presenta
tion. We all dug down to find nickels and pennies 
to make up what we thought was a fine sum, which 
we turned over to the purchasing committee; and 
after much deliberation that group bought a box of 
toilet soap, very lovely and perfumed. I was on 
the presentation committee; and Mother, who nev
er failed us on such occasions, supplied verses 
which she taught me to declaim in proffering the 
gift. I wish I had those “Verses on Presenting a 
Box of Soap to Our Dear Teacher“ to insert here; 
alas, they perished with the occasion, but in their 
time and place they were esteemed beautiful.

Fifth Grade was wonderful. I should like to 
bum a candle here to the memory of Miss Eliza
beth Jones, a teacher who had an abiding interest 
in the development of the untried minds and bud
ding talents of the boys and girls who passed
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through the Fifth Room. Miss Jones permitted the 
son of the Methodist preacher (who was a Bryan- 
ite) and me (who idolized McKinley) to debate 
free silver for half an hour at a time many days 
during the stirring presidential campaign of 1896. 
She allowed me to handle, and read during school 
hours, a volume I shall never forget— The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner with Gustav Dore’s illus
trations. She encouraged us to stand on the ros
trum and tell stories, — even to spin yarns. There 
was a small, good-looking, glib boy in our Room 
who came from a family which had belonged to a 
traveling actors’ troupe, and had settled in our 
town for some reason; this lad fascinated all of us 
by his thrilling narratives of adventure — some of 
which, I suspect, came out of the nickel story
books which most of us were not allowed to read. 
In one of his fables he told us how he had been 
“stunted” in his infancy so he would always be 
able to play juvenile roles, but there was nothing 
“stunted” about his free-flowing imagination.

On Fridays we sometimes had spelling-matches, 
which were very exciting. I had just begun to 
learn to set type and was therefore rather unex
pectedly interested in spelling. But the scholar 
who was head of our Room in all branches, includ
ing spelling, was a girl named Jean. She was tall 
and slender, and her light-gold hair, unbraided, 
flowed down her back in a shining cascade to her 
waist. One Friday afternoon, when everyone else
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had gone down and Jean and I were exchanging 
"phthisic” and "fuchsia,” she suddenly went per
fectly white and sank to the floor in a faint. I had 
never before seen anyone faint, and was terrified. 
I guess I was in love with Jean, in a distant, fearful 
way. She was an ice-maiden, daughter of a stock
man-banker who had a palatial home in the edge 
of town. I think she died young: I cannot believe 
that she grew up to become fat and hearty, bearing 
five bouncing babies in a happy marriage. I am 
sure she died young.

I do not remember much about the Sixth Grade, 
and I think I "skipped” the Seventh when we 
moved to Audubon. In that town’s Eighth Room, 
I found Miss Ella M. Stearns, a truly great teach
er, who, after making many generations of grade- 
school pupils her debtor for life, served for years 
as County Superintendent of Schools. She was a 
strong but genial character, whose speech be
trayed her New England origins. She was equally 
good at teaching all the branches — history, geog
raphy, reading, arithmetic, spelling — but I think 
we all looked forward most to the half-hour of 
reading from some fascinating and improving book 
with which she opened every morning’s exercises.

In high school, Miss Harriet Bilharz, with a 
brand-new diploma from Northwestern Univer
sity, was a brilliant teacher. It was the first time I 
ever had a college graduate as a teacher; and this 
was an inspiration, for our parents had assured
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their four children from infancy that they were to 
have college educations. Under Miss Bilharz I 
read my first Latin — Caesar s Commentaries and 
the Aeneid. But it was under Miss Jennie Riggs, 
who came a little later, that I devoured every line 
of every page of Pancoast’s History of English 
Literature. As I look this book over now, I find it 
a singularly dull text; whether it was Miss Riggs 
who made it exciting then, or whether my interest 
was due to the fact that about that time I suddenly 
discovered the world of letters, I cannot now tell.

It was F. P. Hocker, Town Superintendent of 
Schools, who at last taught me to find satisfaction
in mathematical studies, and helped me to discover

*

that pure delight in plane geometry which I recall 
as one of the pleasantest memories of my high 
school life. “Professor” Hocker had an artificial 
limb, the straps of which squeaked when he moved 
and thus always betrayed his approach to delin
quents. We boys generally called him “Cork-Leg” 
in conversation beyond the reach of our parents’ 
ears, or his. But we had real respect for him. He 
loved to lead the school in singing favorite songs, 
such as “On the Banks of the Wabash Far Away” 
— one that reminded him of his Indiana boyhood. 
He would beat time with a long wooden black
board pointer, a rapt expression on his leathery old 
face. It was his interest that made the Audubon 
schools among the first, at least in towns of its size, 
to employ a regular music teacher. “Professor”
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Hocker also showed his initiative by installing the 
town’s first telephone system, and by erecting a 
corn-canning factory at the edge of town — all 
while he was attending to his chief occupation, the 
direction of the schools. Old "Cork-Leg” was a 
great man. He spent his latter years running a 
washing-machine factory in El Reno, Oklahoma.

Miss Bilharz was the daughter of the town’s 
leading store-keeper, who was chairman of the 
Methodist Board of Stewards (“Stuarts,” I 
thought they were called), lived in the best house 
in town, and was later president of a bank. Emil 
Bilharz had one of those big, double general stores, 
one side of which was dominated by the exciting 
smell of new calico and gingham prints, and had a 
long counter in front of high rows of shelves load
ed with yard-goods, with revolving stools for 
shoppers along the counter; and the other was dis
tinguished by the stronger mingled odors of coffee, 
apples, cheese, and such grocery products compet
ing from their barrels and cases. In the back of the 
store was the clothing stock for men and boys, and 
hung from the ceiling were lanterns, tinware, rub
ber boots, and so on. There were also dishes, 
lamps, glassware, and the like somewhere back 
there. And in a shed at the rear were drums of 
kerosene and gasoline. For a child the most fasci
nating corner of the store was the one in which the 
glass covered candy case stood, with its chocolate 
drops (cone-shaped nougat covered with a thin
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coat of chocolate), its licorice in long black strings, 
its tiny red-hots, its brightly striped curled candy 
— such a delectable treasure hoard, and our pen
nies were hot in our fists! Townsfolk usually 
stayed away from Bilharz’s on Saturdays, for then 
the great “emporium” was thronged with the farm 
trade, visiting, talking crops, carefully shopping. 
Bilharz’s Store was a great institution, famed the 
county over.

In the small towns I knew in the Nineties and 
around the turn of the century, there were usually 
one or two general stores, and in addition at least 
one all-drygoods store, a clothing store or two, 
and a couple of smaller groceries competing with 
the big general store. Each of the groceries had 
its own delivery wagon, driven by a clerk in regu
lar hours, and by a hustling boy after school and 
on Saturdays. There were often two drugstores, 
stocked not only with the standard items of the 
pharmacopoeia, but also with stationery, school
books, and notions; the old-fashioned ones dis
played in their show-windows glass containers 
filled with colored liquids (I long wondered what 
magic philtres these were, and it was a disappoint
ment to learn that they were only colored water), 
while the more progressive druggists would fill 
their front windows with brushes and combs, fan
cy soaps, and even books. Most of us had a nag
ging suspicion of all druggists because it was 
common knowledge that some of them dispensed
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more Old Crow and similar beverages than calo
mel, quinine, or ipecac. Soda fountains in drug
stores were an innovation in the late nineties, 
though there were ice-cream parlors in connection 
with restaurants.

Just off the comer of the Square was the butcher- 
shop, with beef and pork carcasses hanging on 
hooks along the wall, sawdust on the floor, and the 
butcher with blood-stained apron at work by his 
chopping block behind the counter. In a county- 
seat town there were likely to be a couple of such 
shops. Two or three times a week Father would 
come home from the office at noon bringing ten 
cents worth of beefsteak done up in butcher's pa
per, a heavy, coarse, brown wrapping to soak up 
the oozing blood; there was enough of the meat in 
such a purchase for our family of six. Sometimes 
I would be sent down to the butcher-shop for a 
five-cent soup-bone for our big Saturday meal. 
When Father bought the Sunday roast for twen
ty-five or thirty cents, the butcher would throw in 
a nice piece of liver free.

Then there was a hardware store; it might also 
handle agricultural implements, or another con
cern might take care of the latter trade. If so, the 
implement store would be just off the main street, 
so it would have room to display in a shed or out in 
an open lot next to the sidewalk its gaily painted 
green and yellow and red wagons and plows, har
rows and hayrakes. Nearby was the lumber-yard,



with its long shed odorous with freshly sawed 
pine.

But let us return to the Square. By the end of 
the Nineties, there was in every small town a 
“racket store,“ forerunner of the later five-and- 
ten; and often a little jewelry and watch shop, with 
a small stock of rings, gold pens, and so on. The 
furniture dealer doubled as undertaker, and would 
also order pianos from Des Moines. Stuck in 
somewhere was a harness-shop, redolent of new 
leather, with the harness-maker busy in the rear 
with his awl and thread. The only harness-maker 
I ever knew well loved conversation, and he had a 
few cronies who would sit with him for hours 
every day discussing in their slow way many 
things, old and new, far and near. Talk would go 
on all day long, six days a week, while D. E. Soar, 
the harness-maker, would cut and shape and sew, 
interrupted infrequently by the entrance of a cus
tomer.

I must not forget the milliner. Her store might 
be open only seasonally, for most women concoct
ed their own hats from materials bought at the 
other stores; but in the Spring there was a rush of 
business, and the proprietress had to employ a 
bevy of assistants to make up new hats to order or 
to “make over“ old hats for her customers. Gos
sips whispered that these milliners' assistants were 
flibbertigibbets, and not to be trusted too far.

There were no chain stores, except in the lum-
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ber business. Brand goods, which were soon to 
revolutionize merchandising everywhere with their 
special packaging, backed by intensive promotion, 
were not prominent in the stocks of small-town 
merchants in the Nineties. There were a few 
clothing trademarks that were well known, as the 
W. L. Douglas $3 Shoe and Plymouth Rock $3 
Pants, and also R & G Corsets (and others) for 
the woman, and Ferris Waists for the girls. Qua
ker Oats was supplanting bulk oatmeal by the later 
Nineties, supported by a national advertising cam
paign. Gradually the great flour manufacturers 
were pushing their products in and driving the lo
cal mills out of business. Royal Baking Powder, in 
its red cans marked “Absolutely Pure," Baker’s 
Breakfast Cocoa, and Arm and Hammer Soda in 
packages were standard. Soaps (Pears’, Ivory), 
cleaners (Sapolio, Pearline), and tobaccos 
(Horseshoe plug) were prominent brands goods 
in the Nineties. Of course patent medicines had 
been necessarily trade-marked and packaged for a 
hundred years and more.

But in the stores that I knew as a boy, we bought 
most things in bulk — sugar, salt, coffee, lard, 
dried fruits, cookies, and so on. Canned peaches 
were a luxury, but most of our households “put 
up’’ enough fruit in season to last through the 
Winter and Spring. The women made their own 
dresses, coats, and lingerie; and the drygoods in 
greatest demand were yard goods and trimmings.
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On Saturdays, and on the rainy days of Sum
mer when work in the fields was impossible, the 
stores and streets of the town would be crowded 
with slow-moving, visiting crowds, in which 
townsfolk mingled. Father would occasionally 
bring some friends from the country home to din
ner on Saturday, but usually those who came from 
some little distance for a day in town expected to 
lunch off a dime's worth of cheese, with crackers 
free. Very few farm families would go to the res
taurant or hotel for the extravagance of the twen
ty-five cent dinner, though stockmen commonly
did.

There were hitching facilities along Main Street 
and around the Square. Teams were almost never 
put up at the livery stable, but fed from corn or 
oats brought along in the back of the rig or wagon 
and watered at the town trough. Dust was inches 
deep in the streets in midsummer, and the town 
sprinkling-wagon brought welcome relief both 
downtown and in the residential districts; this ser
vice was supported by the subscriptions of the 
merchants and the citizens served. In wet weath
er, there was no such defense against the mud, 
which was everywhere, so that in a bad season it 
took good driving to avoid getting stuck in the 
middle of Main Street.

Some farmers — especially the young bloods — 
liked to frequent the barbershops, and perhaps 
play pool on the tables kept in a back room. Some
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with a taste for rough conversation and whiskey 
would hang about the livery barn. There were 
saloons in What Cheer when I was a young child 
there; it had begun as a coal-mining town, and 
the "wet" element was strong enough to defeat 
the "drys" in a state allowing "local option" but 
dominated by a prohibition policy. But in the more 
typical Iowa towns in which I lived later, only 
liquor from drugstores or bootleggers was procur
able, or from supplies laid up on occasional visits 
of friends to Chicago or Kansas City. Yet there 
was always the town drunkard. There was Old 
Briggs, once a law partner of the famous Benjamin 
F. Butler, who now and then would stop a half- 
frightened boy to recite to him long passages from 
the Aeneid in hiccupped Latin. "Where on earth 
does Old Briggs get his whiskey?" people asked. 
But cheap liquor was often to be had around livery 
stables and poolhalls. There was also a good deal 
of drinking by some people on festival occasions, 
as though red figures on the calendar were invita
tions to intoxication. Thus there was some drunk
enness on the Fourth of July, Christmas, New 
Year’s, at weddings, and during County Fair 
week; but this was not general.

The town’s hotel was something apart from a 
boy’s life. Patronized chiefly by "drummers," it 
existed on the periphery of the community. It sent 
hacks to meet arriving trains, mainly to pick up the 
salesmen and their sample-cases. The drays, with
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their heavy teams, also met the trains to transfer 
freight. In many towns there were two trains 
daily, one each way, and the arrival of one was 
always an exciting event — a highlight of the 
town's day. Children were sometimes allowed to 
watch the train come in," though many parents 

disapproved the custom, especially for growing-up 
girls. This was because every "drummer" was be
lieved to have bold eyes for a young girl and 
strange seductive powers over feminine virtue. 
Besides the hotel, there was the restaurant, with 
two or three tables and a lunch-counter, and a per
vading odor of frying things. House-flies, a pest 
of all our homes in summertime, swarmed in the 
restaurant despite sticky flypaper everywhere. But 
you could buy a big meal, with meat and vege
tables and pie, for a quarter — if you had a quar
ter. I was fifteen before I ate a restaurant meal.

Nor did the Court House mean much to a boy 
except for its position as a rather awesome archi
tectural display piece set in the Square. Occasion
ally I visited the County Auditor's office to collect 
the bounty paid for gopher tails I had brought 
up out of their holes by pouring in water at one 
end and catching them in a noose as they emerged 
at the other. And once, because the young defense 
lawyer was a neighbor, I was permitted to edge my 
way into a crowded courtroom to listen to the final 
argument in a murder trial. The young lawyer 
was George Cosson, who later married my teacher
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Jennie Riggs and in the course of time became 
Iowa's Attorney General. When I was in high 
school, George found time for long conversations 
with me, and I found his independent mind a great 
stimulus. "You will never benefit from school 
work," he told me one day as we walked along the 
wooden sidewalk on one of Audubon’s shaded 
streets, "unless you become emotionally con
cerned. You have to be excited about geometry or 
you’ll not do well in it." Of course, the doctrine 
was as old as Plato, but it was new to me then, and 
seemed very wise. After many years of trying to 
use the principle in teaching, I still think it wise; 
but I have learned painfully that whatever a teach
er may do to create such excitement, there is little 
hope for a student who is unwilling to dig deeply 
enough below the surface of a subject to find for 
himself the gold of a passionate interest in it.

In many a county-seat town, as I have suggest
ed, the business district was built up around the 
Square, in the center of which the Court House, 
the pride of the county, often displayed stone col
umns or even a dome. But in Audubon in my boy
hood the Square was there all right; but every at
tempt to vote bonds to erect a fine Court House 
was defeated by the southern part of the county, 
which stubbornly clung to the opinion that its town 
of Exira should be the county-seat. It was a stand
off; the northern two-thirds would not name Exira 
as county-seat, and the south third stubbornly re-
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fused to give Audubon a Court House. Mean
while the Square remained a city park, with only a 
small bandstand in the middle of it; the county and 
court business was conducted in a rickety big red
brick building east of the Square; and most busi
ness houses lined a Main Street running down hill 
to the westward.

That bandstand in the park was the scene of the 
Tuesday night concerts by the local band in the 
Summer season. These concerts brought in eve
ning crowds, stores remained open, people visited, 
children ran here and there squealing and shout
ing, young bloods from the country with their girls 
and fine rigs drove into town, ice-cream parlors 
did a rushing business. But town bands had a way 
of disintegrating after the season, losing their di
rectors, failing to get merchants’ donations for 
new instruments; and thus in most towns there 
were periods without so much as a fife and drum 
corps for the Fourth of July parade.

One group was always with us, inhabiting the 
benches in the city park or in the shade of the 
Court House lawn. This was the “chin and chaw 
club” of old men, mostly retired farmers, who on 
every fine day foregathered to exchange reminis
cences, talk politics, gossip about the misdoings of 
the younger generation, or just sit and chew to
bacco, and occasionally spit.

The Opera House, like the Court House, was 
mainly outside my boyish purview. My parents
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thought the strolling troupes, with their offerings 
of melodrama and farce, were a bad influence; and 
on only four occasions in my boyhood did they 
yield to their children’s pleadings to attend shows 
at the Opera House. One of these was a hypno
tist’s exhibition, which had produced a sensation 
in the town, and in which one of our printers was a 
predisposed and successful subject throughout the 
week’s engagement. There was much laughter 
over the tricks which the hypnotized persons, who 
were well known to the audience, would be made 
to perform. But I found it all rather frightening, 
and especially so when one man was made rigid 
under hypnosis and laid down as a bridge span
ning the distance between two chairs, his shoul
ders on the seat of one and his feet on that of 
another; then a big block of limestone was laid on 
his belly and a man with a sledgehammer broke it 
in two with a mighty stroke — all without appar
ent harm to the subject. More pleasant, and al
most as thrilling, was the home-talent play, “The 
Union Spy,’’ the first dramatic production I ever 
saw. The role of the leading comic in this piece 
was played by a shoe clerk with the not inappro
priate name of Hamm. As the story goes, this 
character, who was a very fat soldier, was cap
tured by the Confederates and confined in Ander- 
sonville Prison, where he became a very thin sol
dier. (Hamm was naturally thin, but was well 
padded in the early scenes.) After his escape
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from Andersonville, he explains to the audience:
T h e y  u se d  to  ca ll m e “ F a t ty  J o n e s / '

B u t n o w  th e y  ca ll m e “ S k in  a n d  B o n e s .”

For several nights those lines brought down the 
house, but the night we were there Mr. Hamm 
fluffed them. He got them started wrong: "They 
used to call me ‘Skin and Bones,’ ” he began; and 
then, realizing there was nowhere to go from there 
— or scarcely anywhere, — he finished in a burst 
of inspiration: "But now they call me— ‘Noth
ing’!" My father loved to recount this story, and 
always ended by declaring that it was one of the 
greatest examples of presence of mind he had ever 
observed.

Our parents relaxed the taboo against the offer
ings of traveling players when "Richard III" came 
to town. Was this not Shakespeare, and history 
to boot? So Father took us to the play on press 
tickets, and we saw the crook-backed Richard, 
heard him plotting evilly for the throne, and arro
gantly wooing Lady Anne. We wept over the 
young black-velveted Princes in the Tower and 
their terrible fate, and we listened breathlessly to 
the ghosts: "Let me sit heavy on thy soul tomor
row!" We were thrilled by the midnight soliloquy 
of Richard in his tent, familiar to us from our fa
ther’s reading of it at home. The marching and 
counter-marching before the battle, the orations of 
the leaders to their armies, and finally the tremen
dous excitement of the duel between Richard and
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Richmond kept us literally spellbound. Father had 
to whisper to us that these were trick swords with 
which they were fighting: Richmond’s weapon 
really did not pierce the heart of the fallen King, 
now lying prone upon the stage. But it required 
the reappearance of Richard in a curtain call to 
reassure us completely.

The other play by a traveling company we saw 
in the Opera House was “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” 
To youngsters who had heard Mrs. Stowe’s work 
read to them in infancy, this unseemly hodgepodge 
of farce and melodrama was a disappointment. 
We laughed uproariously at Marks; but we re
sented a little the introduction of Quakers as com
ics, and the pathos was not successful.

The annual visit of the circus was a great event 
for both town and country, for children and 
grownups. The editor’s children were never fear
ful of not getting into the big show, because its 
press agent was always generous with complimen
tary tickets. Mother never went, having some 
Quakerish feeling of impropriety about it; but Fa
ther was a circus fan and herded us children 
through the menagerie, bought peanuts for us, and 
sometimes even indulged in tickets for the “con
cert” following the main performance — which we 
were always so desperately anxious to attend but 
invariably found so disappointing.

Less sensational but much more important were 
the visits of lyceum talent to our town. The Lee-
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ture Course furnished a series of cultural-social 
events which illuminated many a long Winter. 
These series of lectures, concerts, and dramatic 
readings were presented by a group of guarantors, 
by a church society, by a women’s club, or by any 
organization which the lyceum agency could in
duce to accept the responsibility of selling tickets 
on a percentage basis. How important these lec
tures were to us is something it will be difficult to 
make the reader in this age of radio and television 
and automobile travel understand. We were much 
more isolated culturally than any small town can 
be today. A visit by Bishop Mclntire, William 
Jennings Bryan, James Whitcomb Riley, J. Ellen 
Foster, or William Hawley Smith was something 
to be anticipated with delight and then recalled 
and talked over for weeks afterward.

I usually earned my admission to the lyceum 
events by distributing circulars about the coming 
attraction throughout town. It was not an easy 
job, but I was well paid when I listened enthralled 
to men like Henry Watterson and Robert J. Bur
dette. The first "lecture” I ever heard was mainly 
a series of readings from his own poems by Will 
Carleton. Of course he was not much of a poet, 
really; but how thoroughly we enjoyed "Gone 
With a Handsomer Man” and "Over the Hill to 
the Poorhouse”! He could make us laugh or weep, 
and his homely philosophy was very satisfying.

The circus, Fourth of July celebration, Lecture
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Course, and County Fair brought together all ele
ments of the townsfolk and the country people for 
miles around. Such gatherings illustrated the fact 
that ours was virtually a classless society. There 
were bankers and draymen, of course, and farmers 
and merchants, and Preacher McKee and Old 
Briggs. In many Iowa towns there were Catholic 
groups, which sometimes had elements of “apart
ness.” But there were no slums, and no areas “on 
the wrong side of the tracks,” as in more indus
trialized communities. On the whole, we were 
pretty homogeneous. If there was an upper, or 
dominant, class, it included perhaps a dozen men, 
— the leading banker, the outstanding lawyer 
(perhaps a judge), a doctor who took an interest 
in public affairs, the owners of two or three of the 
biggest stores, the ministers of the largest congre
gations in town, the superintendent of schools and 
the editor of the leading paper.

The banker requires special mention. Not only 
did he represent Money and Sound Credit in the 
community, but he was often as much of a per
sonal adviser in family matters as was one’s pastor 
or doctor. He was consulted by the father who 
was debating whether to send his boy to college, 
by the old man who was thinking of taking his 
wife on a trip to California, and by the widower 
who wanted advice about marrying again. Of 
course customers needing loans confided to him 
the stories of their misfortunes, or their hopes for
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expansion of their various operations, and all such 
matters, often in intimate detail. A wise and 
friendly banker was a great asset to a small town; 
a stingy and self-centered one was a curse.

Following the rural pattern of our community, 
our small industries were definitely countrified. 
Our butchers bought stock off the farm, for exam
ple, processed it at the slaughter-house on the edge 
of town, and sold the meat from the carcasses at 
their shops.

The mill also bought neighboring farmers’ prod
ucts — corn, wheat, buckwheat — and ground 
them into flour, meal, and “shorts” for towns
people, for the producers on a grist basis, and 
sometimes for a modest city trade. How we used 
to look forward to the first fresh corn-meal of the 
Autumn! Mush was our staple supper diet 
throughout the Fall and Winter; it was easy to 
prepare and said to be highly nourishing. But we 
got rather tired of it, even when it was ameliorated 
by sorghum molasses, and the meal became stale 
and musty after a year; so as soon as we learned 
that farmers had brought the first corn of the new 
harvest to the mill, and small quantities of fresh 
meal were available, Mother would hurry my 
brother and me off, with a flour-sack and a half- 
dollar, to visit the miller in his dusty, shaky, noisy 
old mill and get a supply of the tasty new crop.

The blacksmith worked chiefly for the farmers, 
shoeing their horses and repairing their imple-
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ments. But the townsfolk had horses, too, and 
things to repair. One of my very early memories 
relates to a visit that I made at the age of six or 
seven to the blacksmith shop in What Cheer to 
have a hoop made. In our neighborhood all the 
children were getting rolling-hoops with the pro
pelling “stick” a short iron bar attached to the 
hoop itself by a closed loop at its end. My father 
gave me the large sum of twenty cents to buy one, 
and I found the adventure of ordering it myself 
and seeing it made as much fun as rolling the new 
hoop home. The cindery, horsey smell of the shop, 
its dim interior in which the taciturn, leather- 
aproned smith found a long iron rod from which 
he cut a length for the job in hand, the bright red 
glow of the iron as he welded the ends together, 
with sparks flying: these things are still clear in 
my memory. The town had a tinner, too, who had 
his shop in the rear of the hardware store and 
turned out special pans and utensils for the house
wife, stovepipes, pails, and such like.

The creamery was another local industry which 
served farmer producers. Owned cooperatively by 
the farmers, most of its product was shipped to 
out-of-town markets. Shortly after the turn of the 
century, factories for canning sweet corn were set 
up in many small towns in Iowa, but most of them 
did not last long. I have spoken of “Professor” 
Hocker’s canning company in Audubon; I worked 
in his factory one Summer.
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Creameries and dairymen could not do much 
business selling their products to local consumers, 
because nearly every family kept a cow. My fa
ther bought some feed at the mill and had a farmer 
fill our haymow every Summer, and we furnished 
some fodder to Bossy from our garden. Father 
also bought pasture rights in a field two or three 
blocks from our home where other families had 
their cows; it was a communal pasture. Then 
throughout most of the year, my brother or I 
would trudge out to the pasture with a milkpail 
morning and evening, halter Bossy and tie her up 
and milk her. On a warm Summer evening, there 
is nothing so penetratingly hot to a boy who is do
ing the milking chore as the flank of a large yellow 
cow, and nothing so vexing as the lashing of a 
cow's tail in fly-time. We raised chickens, too, of 
course. Much of their feed came from garbage — 
an unknown word to us; we said "chicken-feed" 
or "slop." Many of our neighbors kept a pig in a 
pen in the back-yard. We had one when we lived 
in What Cheer — a cute piggy in infancy, but he 
grew big and fat as his kind do, and he squealed 
so when the men took him away to the slaughter
house that he broke our hearts. We never had a 
pig after that. Anyway, there was some talk about 
pig-pens in town not being entirely sanitary; cer
tainly most of them were malodorous.

Many of us were, in a way, small farmers. We 
surely raised big gardens. In my family, each of



38 THE PALIMPSEST

us had an individual section of the family garden 
for his own; and though the general plan came 
from our parents, each child had his own responsi
bility and his own pride in what he got out of his 
plot. I acquired at that time a passion for garden
ing that has been with me all my life. I came to re
gard the raising of vegetables as a creative art — 
something dreamed up and followed through from 
seed catalog to dinner table. To see the seeds I 
have planted breaking through the ground has for 
many years brought a new excitement with every 
recurrent Spring and Summer. Hoeing in my gar
den has seemed to me a calm and philosophic exer
cise, useful and healthful, and mildly relaxing and 
satisfying. And picking the first succulent green 
peas, bringing to the house the first fat red toma
toes, snapping off the first roasting ears: these are 
the climax of the year for the kitchen gardener.

And as far as household conveniences were con
cerned, we were little better off than the farmers. 
We got hard water from our own wells, and soft 
water from our cisterns or from rain-barrels set 
under the roof-spouting. We had no plumbing; 
we used the primitive backhouse for a toilet, and a 
tin tub set on the kitchen floor for our Saturday 
night baths. We had no electricity in our house 
until after the turn of the century, and then the 
lighting came from globes attached to drop-cords. 
Electrical appliances came into our home very 
slowly indeed. No telephones, no central heating,
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no electric refrigeration in the Nineties; such nov
elties had to await the coming of the fabulous 
Twentieth Century. Our ice-box was just that: a 
nickel's worth of ice shared space with perishable 
foods. Ice was supplied from wagons which dis
tributed it from house to house in the hot weather. 
We children would pursue those wagons through 
the streets begging for the crystal-cold pieces 
which the friendly iceman would chip off when he 
hewed out the five-, ten-, and fifteen-cent blocks 
for the housewives. The cutting, storing, and dis
tributing of ice was an important local industry. 
My memories of skating in zero weather on the 
creek at the bottom of our town are tangled with 
pictures of men and teams cutting ice and hoisting 
the blocks into the big ice-house on the creekside.

And so we were rural in many ways. Our little 
town was part of the country landscape, nestled in 
the green pastures and woodland, the crop-bear
ing fields. From almost anywhere in town, a walk 
of fifteen minutes took us out into a country road.

Well, all this was more than half a century ago. 
We still have small towns in the Middle West, but 
they are different. They have been transformed 
by three factors: the agrarian revolution, which 
has reduced the importance of the small farmer 
with his independent operation (and now bids fair 
to eliminate him); the coming of the automobile, 
good roads and electronic communication, which 
have shattered the walls of isolation that used to
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surround the rural communities; and the growth of 
brand marketing and pressure selling, which have 
not only ruined the primitive general-store system 
but have brought modern living in the small towns 
into step with that of urban communities.

Nobody wants to go back to the old times, but 
some precious things have been lost along the road 
to the new day. The chief loss, I think, has been 
that of the independent, self-reliant spirit that was 
once the central characteristic of the agricultural 
community. It was sometimes a prickly thing, and 
hard to deal with, but there was a fine American 
integrity about it. It is not entirely gone, of course; 
but inside toilets, bathtubs, electrical appliances, 
and canned goods have not only “civilized” the 
small town but have conditioned it for the accept
ance of our modern enveloping “mass culture” in 
exchange for the tough old self-reliance.

But this is old man’s talk. It is not easy to recall 
to a just and equitable bar of memory the life and 
institutions of one’s boyhood, and recollection 
sometimes spreads too rosy a hue over the past. 
One’s eyes were keener and more roving in those 
days, the taste of an apple was more pungent on 
one’s tongue, and every day brought new and ex
citing experiences. This is, after all, a personal 
chronicle; and perhaps what I have been saying in 
my little essay about the small towns of the Nine
ties is that once upon a time I was a boy in four of 
them.


