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ERIC B. FOWLER

1 ] The Family
................................

W

hen discussing those close and dear to us, we are
too often influenced by the good and too often
neglect what is not good. But I can honestly say
that I cannot recall any conflict between Father
and Mother. They had been married only sixteen
years when Dad was killed; I remember them only as a loving couple.
I do not remember fights, not even cross words. Differences must
have been discussed in the absence of the children.
I do recall that Mom would walk the floor on those occasions when
Dad was called out by the call boy to help repair bridges, lay track,
or remove railroad cars from ditches or rivers.2 Hours later—sometimes days—Dad would rap at the back door and come in completely
exhausted, wet to the skin or half frozen. His “Hello, Jane” was as
casual as though he had just taken a stroll in the garden. Mother had
warm “long johns” and clean clothes waiting and always a steaming cup of tea—“black as your hat and twice as strong.” I remember
one occasion when the return was sealed with a long—and probably
passionate—kiss. There were no words.
My father was born in 1873 in the Bradford area of England. His
father was a gardener, and his mother was in poor health. Father was
the only son in a family of four children. The daughters were Mary
(called Polly), Annis, and Elizabeth (called Liz or Lizzy). The family
was orphaned at an early age. Dad and Aunt Elizabeth were placed
in an orphanage. Dad went to work at about the age of twelve in the
Sloan and Davidson Foundry, which still does business near Bradford. Dad received schooling through the third grade in the English
system. Slightly later, Dad and Aunt Elizabeth moved to a police
academy, where Elizabeth helped with the household chores and
Dad acted as janitor after his day at the foundry. Conditions were
not quite those of Dickens’s Oliver Twist, but they were not much
better.3
Dad became associated with the Oxford Place Chapel, where he
eventually became a “side man”—a combination of deacon’s assistant,
usher, and so on. He was a Bible scholar, and for that and attendance,
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the chapel presented him with a Bible that I now own. He probably
met Mother there, for she also passed on to me a hymn book that she
had received from the chapel, also for attendance. When Dad was in
his early to mid-twenties, a demand for settlers in central Canada led
him to emigrate. With a few savings and help from the chapel, Dad set
out for Moose Jaw, Canada. The land-development scheme involved
a Swedish ship line, and Dad worked for partial passage as fireman,
cook, deck swabber, and whatever else was necessary. He landed near
Montreal, Canada, and made his way to Moose Jaw. When he presented himself to claim his land, he learned that the entire scheme
was a fraud. He went to work in the woods as a lumberjack. While on
that job, he suffered a series of boils that he treated by lancing them
with a sharp knife and packing them with turpentine.4
Although Dad loved plants and the outdoors, he was a foundryman
and, after about a year in the Canadian West, worked his way south
into the United States, coming to rest in Grant County near Milbank,
South Dakota. There he worked as a laborer on several farms, the
primary one being Will Ackerman’s tree claim. The Ackerman family became an important part of our lives. Eventually, they “adopted”
Mother and Dad, so to speak, and came to consider all of us a part
of their family.5 Father saved his money for five or six years and sent
it to England about 1906 for Mother’s passage to the United States.
She, however, had saved her own and would not use money from a
man to whom she was not yet married. But when Dad said “come,”
mother came. They met in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on 1 April.
Mother would not be married on All Fool’s Day, so they were married
on April second at Westminster Church, then located where Donaldson’s department store later came to stand. Mother returned Dad’s
money, and they went out to the frontier of eastern South Dakota on
the Milwaukee Road.6 That was the railroad on which Dad was later
to work and on which he would be killed.
Times were not good. There were droughts, grasshoppers, and
wheat rust—and when wheat rust came, all was lost. But there was
carpentry work and cattle. The latter were bad news for Dad, who
was gored by a bull and was out of work for almost a year. He had
always been bothered by a “hammer toe,” the little one on his right
foot bent as if a claw. As the bones mended from his goring and the
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gashes began to heal, the local doctor became interested in the toe,
and one day, without the benefit of anesthesia, the toe was removed.
Dad’s slight limp may have been a gift from the bull, the loss of his
toe, or an unnoticed injury in the foundry when he single-handedly
removed a large iron beam that had fallen on two other workers. Dad
never talked about it and never complained. I saw him bedridden
only once, during the influenza epidemic of 1918–1919.7
After recovery, Dad found a job on the Milwaukee Road. On occasion, Dad would be called out at night to fire the boiler of some locomotive that had been in the roundhouse for repairs. Once he took me
with him. We lived on First Street in Milbank at the time, and it was
a short walk to the roundhouse. I must have been quite young, for
Dad carried me home in the small hours of the morning. The firing of
the boiler and the engineer’s cab left a lasting impression on me, and
I have never lost my fascination for steam. It was the power of the
day, and no sound can compare with the whisper of steam as it goes
about its business. Valves and levers were everywhere and are still
there when I close my eyes and think on it. It seemed to take hours
to get up a head of steam, and it seemed that the scrape-swoosh,
scrape-swoosh of the shovel would never stop, but Dad’s bare torso
and perspiration eventually prevailed, and before dawn the gauge
showed ample pressure. Then all the waiting became worthwhile.
Dad climbed into the engineer’s seat, put me in his lap, blew out the
cylinders, released the brake, adjusted the inlet valve for reverse, and
placed my hand with his on the throttle. A slight tug, a gentle whisper of steam, and that monster backed out of the house. The brake
was set, and Dad climbed down, threw the switch, and we backed
the locomotive onto a siding and parked her. At home, mother was
waiting with the cup of hot tea and an anxious look that disappeared
when I said, “I drove it.”
Father loved his home, his new land, and his three children, but
that love was not displayed with emotional outbursts; rather, he displayed his love by showing and doing. For me, my father built a farm
wagon that was convertible from stake, to lumber, to dump. It was
built to scale, and the stake set had a “bang board” and an adjustable reach. For my sister Dorathy, Dad built a dollhouse from a discarded battery box. It was built in our kitchen and was the occasion
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of a scowl on Dad’s part. I knew that Dad had a glass cutter among
his tools, and for some reason I wanted it. Dad had said “no,” but
as he worked, I rummaged in his tool box and came forward with
the cutter. I held it up for him to see. Neither of us spoke, but Dad
scowled and that was enough—the black-black hair, the bushy black
eyebrows, the swarthy complexion, and the scowl. The cutter was
replaced, and I left Dad to his work on the dollhouse.
For my sister Annis, Dad made doll clothes. He was fiercely independent and could back that up with his versatility. He could sew
as well as, and perhaps better than, Mother. In the short time that I
knew Dad, I never knew him to ask for help nor to hire a job done.
“Menial” was not a word in his vocabulary. He dug the privy pit when
necessary and moved the outhouse over it. He would cook, wash, and
iron. When on the job, he would help to rebuild a trestle or drive a
locomotive. Mother used to say, “Some day his independence will kill
him.” Perhaps it did.
Mother was quite different from father. She was not a world-beater
as a cook (typically English), although her coffee bread and fruit cake
were specialties that none could hold a candle to. Neither was she a
seamstress, and someone else usually helped or produced garments.
Mother had worked in the woolen mills, and she knew wool. She
could “feel” a piece of wool and tell where it came from—the origin
of the wool—if it were English. She delighted in looking at and feeling the bolts of cloth in the general store. Mother could knit and tat
and crochet and produce pieces that won county fair prizes.
Except for shoes and overalls for me, we did not own much that
was “store bought.” And shoes lasted because Dad repaired them,
uppers, soles, and heels. Mother would knit the mittens, the scarves,
and the socks we wore. At the time of World War I, she was in great
demand by the ladies’ organizations that prepared boxes “for the
boys.” The product of her needles was letter perfect, and she could
carry on a conversation and knit and knit and never look at what
she was doing. Many cold winter nights, I held the skeins as Mother
rolled the balls. The needles would fly and a pair of socks would be
born before my eyes.
Mother was born in the Leeds, England, area in 1880. Her name
was Jane Pickersgill, and she was probably one of the younger of the
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eight children of Miles Pickersgill. Her mother was not well, and so
Jane had to fare for herself. She attended school through the third
grade of the English system and then worked in a candy factory—
probably not for long because she started work in the woolen mills at
about twelve years of age. She worked in the mills until she came to the
United States at the age of twenty-seven. In later years, she was bothered by a neck and shoulder problem that she attributed to the carrying of bolts of cloth, which she always carried on the left shoulder.
She was a pretty woman, quite small, weighing less than one hundred pounds when she was married. She had sky blue eyes and a
massive head of hair; she could sit on the two braids that fell to the
back of her knees when she stood. Until Dad’s death, Mother was
laughing, happy, with a wit that was faster than a jackrabbit. Her
lack of education did not seem to be a handicap in her world. She
could “sum” much faster and more correctly than we children. She
had been born English. Somewhere in the background of the family,
however, there were Irish genes. In the woolen mills, she had worked
with many Scotch girls. As a result, Mother’s accent was a peculiar
mixture of Yorkshire and Scotch. Her Scotch-Irish-English accent
was such that it was difficult to determine whether her grammar
were correct or not.
After Dad’s death, Mother changed. I saw the change, and my sisters must have seen it also, but we never discussed it. The “talk it out
syndrome” had not yet become popular. Each of us seemed to be blest
with the same instinct to be independent, and there was no advantage in discussing that which only added confusion to an already confused state. We worked out our own problems, right or wrong. For
a period of time, Mother might discuss England, aunts, uncles, the
happy times, and the hard times with us, but she gradually withdrew
into herself and eventually would ignore questions about Dad and
her homeland.
I slept on a couch, or daybed, in the living room next to the hardcoal heater. The two beds were reserved for Annis and Dorathy and
for Mother. I awoke one night—probably early fall because the heater
had been started—to hear Mother talking at the back door. She soon
came back through the living room, and I heard her climb into bed.
When I asked about her caller in the night, she hesitated and then
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looking at me—a look I had never seen before—told me that she had
heard Dad’s rap and had gone to the door. Dad was standing there
and had said, “Don’t worry, Jane, everything will be all right,” and
had then disappeared. Mother had a certain amount of Irish superstition—or was it the family’s guardian angel? You choose; I have
never been able to. Mother was brave, but she cried often in private
and softly at night. Although I heard her and I am sure Dorathy
and Annis must have also, we said nothing; it would have been too
embarrassing for Mother.
The summer after Dad’s death, Mother had all her teeth removed in
two sittings. I recall Mother making supper for us over the old threeburner coal-oil stove located in the attached shed. Supper, at least in
part, was fried potatoes. She wiped the tears from her cheeks and the
blood from her lips and said nothing. Mother was fitted with false
teeth, which she put in immediately and never removed—at least, I
never saw them removed. Mother was buried wearing the same set of
teeth—worn thin but still “active” after thirty-seven years.
A year after her teeth were removed, Mother was in the hospital
in Webster, South Dakota. She had been ill for some time, and Dr.
Charles Flett8 was sure that she had “stomach trouble—dyspepsia”
or intestinal inflammation caused by all her worries. The case worsened, and Mother told the doctor that she was going to Webster. He
told her that they would not admit her, and she said that she would
sit on their front steps until they did admit her. Dr. Flett made the
telephone call; Mother went to Webster. Surgery revealed a large
tumor of solid tissue, called a “meat tumor.” The doctor squeezed it
into a two-quart Mason jar and sent it to Dr. Flett so that he could see
what the problem had been.
During Mother’s absence, I went to the Ackerman farm; Dorathy
went to neighbor Gus Swanson’s; and Annis went to a girl’s camp.
Mother gave Annis ten dollars, which she lost. She was supposed to
use it to care for us when she returned from camp. Today, we take ten
dollars to the “five and dime,” but at that time it was a month’s currency for a family of four. One sad regret that I remember from that
time was a horse-and-buggy trip to town. Grant Thomas, Grandma
Ackerman’s grandson, drove, and we went past Gus Swanson’s house.
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Dorathy was out in the yard, but we did not stop. Dorathy ran after us
down Diggs Avenue and up First Street. All I said when she caught
up with us was “hello.” And my little sister stood there watching us as
we drove back to the farm. Dorathy was alone; Annis and I were not.
Why did I not say more or do something? I do not know. I have often
cogitated on the thoughtlessness and selfishness of the young.
Unlike her former self, Mother now began to complain, to be bitter and even sarcastic on occasion. She did not punish us physically,
but that would have been preferred to the punishment of her tongue.
But as young as I was, I tried to understand in my own way. Here
was a beautiful and still-young woman who had known little other
than work. Fifteen years had been spent in the woolen mills; she had
given those years to her mother’s comfort. She had seen Dad seriously injured in a farm accident and for one year had nursed him
back to health. She had watched as he struggled to find work because
there was a depression, union organization, and a strike. And just
as a brighter day was on the horizon, she had seen him die from a
railroad accident. The need for teeth, the need for surgery, and even
the loss of ten dollars were all too much. But she continued to be
brave, continued to work at what she could, and continued to raise
her family.
What Mother could do was wash and iron and scrub, and those
she did for the wonderful people the good Lord sent her way. There
were the Rawsons and the Hunters, the Germains, the Ackermans,
and now and then others. We were humans in need, and I sincerely
believe that as often as not “work was made”—it was productive work,
but in truth these kind people did not require outside help.
But with all the help and with the meager pennies that we children earned, life was becoming more difficult. It was years later that
I heard about another visit of our guardian angel. Eliza Rawson had
stopped to see her husband, J. Charles Rawson, whom she called
“Papa,” at his coal-shed office, where he oversaw his coal and wood
delivery business. She was pulling her own wagon filled with groceries. She had had a sudden feeling that Mother was in trouble, she told
him, and she had loaded the wagon from her wonderful pantry and
was on her way to see “Jennie.” Papa sent her on her way with, “You’d
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better hurry.” When she arrived at our house, she found Mother alone
and crying. We had no food and no money. Mother had reached the
end of her rope—even the knot at the end was gone.
Life did improve for Mother, but it was never easy. Annis went
into teaching in 1927—fresh out of high school with a Normal Certificate.9 As I remember, she was paid forty dollars a month; she paid
her own board and room and transportation and helped the family.
Mother was more relaxed now, and on occasion we all laughed. But
Mother would be released from trials only by death. She worked less
as we worked more, but she continued to wash and iron and scrub
for others. I have vivid recollections of the times I came home from
work and found her standing at the front door with a broom in her
hand. She had swept, or was about to sweep, the slivered, wooden
front porch and had stopped to gaze into the western sunset. Even at
a distance, I could see that the gaze was fixed on her beloved Will and
a kinder life somewhere out there.
A few years later, Annis was married, Dorathy was working as a
secretary in Minneapolis, and I was in school at Kansas State.10 An
occasional letter mentioned that Mother had fallen, or that she had
bumped into the door at Shad’s Bakery, or that she had dizzy spells
and had been up to see Dr. John W. Pay—an osteopath and surgeon.
I discovered that she had high blood pressure on one occasion when I
was home and found her taking nitroglycerine pills. She was probably
having minor strokes and would sometimes say about my graduation
from college, “You’d better hurry.” Bless her, she had no background
to realize that graduation could not be hurried.
The point came when she could no longer tolerate winters alone
in Milbank and spent them with Dorathy in Minneapolis. On one
such occasion, Mother suffered a paralyzing stroke; her left arm
and leg became useless and her speech impaired. Dorathy was her
night nurse, and church friends of Dorathy’s acted as day nurses. Her
speech improved, and she was encouraged to try a walker. Then her
hip broke, and she was bedridden for five years. Her heart was brave
but worn out from a life of struggle. Two months before her eightyfifth birthday, she was returned to the hospital; her pericardial sac
was filling with fluid. She died there while in a coma.
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Mother was laid to rest in Milbank beside her Will. She had seen
much and suffered much, but the suffering was over, and Dad no
longer had to rap at the back door. She used to say that she would live
a long life because Saint Peter did not want her and the devil would
not have her. She lived a long life because she was stubborn, independent, and would not give up. Her Irish wit helped see her through her
troubles. She had an expression for most occasions, and of her own
long life, she might have said, “He who lives longest will see most and
know least.”
I had left home when I was twenty-one and was able to keep my
body and soul together but could offer little help to mother. I had
rebuilt her house, but that was little comfort in view of her other
needs. I had spent twelve years getting an education; all of that time
in need of money, clothes, and health care, but that was little consolation to mother, who needed help as much as I did. My visits home
were too few and too far between and were dictated by finances.
When at long last I was able to help, it was too late for Mother—but
she had always encouraged us to get an education because that was
something that no one could take from us. I hope she understood.

