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Introduction

�

This memoir is not a�biography, nor does it contain genealogy. It is bits and pieces of my 
life. I�have always enjoyed writing, so putting my thoughts and memories in a�memoir was 

a�natural thing to do. It is mostly about my childhood with some segments about my journey 
through adulthood. It will tell how my childhood set the groundwork for my career, my sense 
of�independence, my self-con�dence, my strengths, my love of teaching, my love of travel and 
my relationship with others.
	 My mother, Alfrida�E. Willke, who wrote two books, was an inspiration to me to write this 
memoir. Her books, autobiographical and genealogy related, are on the internet and widely 
read. My memoir is meant for my descendents and is more personal. Also, my son, Andy 
Niekamp, published a�book in 2017 detailing his journey as the �rst person to solo thru-hike 
Ohio�s 1,444 mile Buckeye Trail. His book also is on the internet. So, writing must be in 
our�blood.
	 I�started to write this memoir in 1999 when I�took a�Continuing Education class at 
the University of Dayton. I�set it aside for many years because of too many raw memories. 
I�continued when I�attended a�weekly class held in Orange Beach, Alabama, where we have 
spent each January and February since 2002. After many months of putting my writing aside, 
I��nished in�2019.
	 I�wrote this memoir so I�d leave a�written account of my life of hard work, perseverance, and 
persistence. I�wanted to share my family values, my family history, and also to get an insight 
into my past. Processing some of the memories caused me many tears and pain. Other memories 
brought me joy and a�sense of achievement and satisfaction.
	 It is my hope that my readers will note how life has changed drastically since I�was a�child, 
born in 1936. It�s truly amazing how technology has changed the world. My perceptions of my 
childhood may not align perfectly with those of my siblings and friends, as we all see events 
from a�different perspective. 
	 I�did not write about the busy years when my �ve children were growing up. Writing about 
those years would need another entire book; I�will leave it to my children to write about their 
own personal journey in life. When I�see my children today, I�am brimming with pride. If 
I�have been successful as a�mother, my life is complete. They are all successful in their careers, 
completely independent, giving, appreciative and kind. They all have college degrees and four 
of�them have a master�s degree.
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Background

�

I was born December 9, 1936, in Mercer County to the parents of Edgar and Alfrida Willke. 
I grew up in the small town of Maria�Stein, Ohio. The village church spire loomed over the 

farmers� wheat �elds, the milk cows, and the squealing pigs on the farms. St. John Catholic 
Church was the drawing point of this community, almost all of German descent and of the 
Roman Catholic religion. I�was the third child of Edgar and Alfrida�Kleinhenz Willke, having 
a�brother Bill and two sisters, Marilyn and Rosann.
	 Here was where I�was learning, along with everyone else, that hard work is the one-and-only 
norm. Idleness was not tolerated in this village where work was king. Also, one saw freshly 
painted houses and barns and well-manicured, spotless lawns.
	 The people in Maria�Stein were 99% German Catholic. I�didn�t realize it at the time, but 
many of our customs, traditions, and foods were German. In our community people kept their 
emotions to themselves and did not outwardly show their affection. Hugs and kisses were not 
the norm at our house, although one nice ritual Dad and Mom had was kissing each other 
whenever they left the house. This was the way my friends grew up, too. Later in life I�had 
to learn and practice the art of hugging and saying �I�Love You.� The good part is that I�felt 
very much loved, cared for, and secure. My parents helped me to develop a�positive self-image 
and a�sense of stability and strength which would help me throughout my life. Their greatest 
gift to�me was their never-ending trust in me. My fervent hope is that my children also feel my 
complete trust, support, and never-ending love.
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Mom and Dad

�

M y father, Dr. Edgar J. Willke, the town�s only medical doctor, was a�pillar of the 
community. He worked endless hours in the doctor�s of�ce which was attached to our 

house. My�life as a�child was entwined with his patients as they entered and left our property, 
watching us four children playing in the yard, planting the garden, or riding our horse, Lady. 
Dad made house calls and delivered lots of babies, often in the middle of the night. I�was 
usually referred to as Dr. Willke�s daughter. Although this made me very proud of my father�s 
importance, it also instilled in me a�bit of unworthiness. Could I�ever match up to his status, 
education and importance? I�didn�t get to spend much quality time with my father.
	 My mother managed the household, took an active interest in our lives and still managed 
to hunt rabbits, squirrels and pheasants. She also was an avid golfer in later times, bowled, 
and showed slides of her many trips to foreign lands to local organizations. She was always 
compiling photo albums, scrapbooks, and studying genealogy. This was the groundwork for 
when she wrote her autobiography which her grandson, Andy, would later put on the world-
wide web. Her second book, compiled by Andy and me, was published after her death.
	 Mom, always regretting that she never received a�high school or college education, instilled 
in us the value of a�college education. She and Dad just expected it of us four children. She took 
us to camp every summer where we could broaden our horizon, meet friends from the city, and 
learn many sports. It is during these summers that I�learned to master swimming, whereby later 
I�would become a�lifeguard and teach swimming lessons at the nearby pool. This, in turn, led 
me into a�career in teaching.

Bowling
Mom, at times, played in a�bowling league in Coldwater and also one in Celina. I�would 
beg to�attend a�movie on Monday nights when Mom bowled in Coldwater. Almost all of the 
movies�were musicals which I�loved. I�think my love of music began when I�went to these 
movies. I�remember several incidents about Mom�s bowling in Celina. I�grew up in a�totally 
Catholic community and Celina�was mostly Protestant. When I�met Protestants at the bowling 
alley, I�felt so sorry for them as we had been taught by the nuns that only Catholics went to 
heaven. This is certainly not taught today nor do I�agree with it. 
	 One time my school, St. John, was playing in a�basketball tournament in Celina�on the night 
of Mom�s bowling league. Mom, unknowingly, dropped off us sixth-grade girls at the public 
school instead of the Catholic school where St. John was playing. This was pre-cell phone times 
so my friends and I�spent the entire evening at another school�s basketball game.
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Hunters of Wild Game
My parents were avid small-game hunters, both owning shotguns. I�often sat at the kitchen 
table watching in awe as they cleaned, oiled and shined their guns, always being careful about 
removing the shells when not in use. In the fall Mom�s greatest love was to hunt squirrels. She 
would rise before daylight, �nd a�perch in a�tree in a�nearby woods, and wait for the squirrels 
to appear. She loved the peace and solitude of the early-morning hours. She would always arrive 
home with her bag limit of squirrels and her face and neck covered with multiple mosquito bites. 
We usually questioned her about these horrible-looking bites, but she was quick to tell us how 
much she enjoyed squirrel season and the solitude of the morning hours. Sometimes my parents 
would �y to the Dakotas to hunt pheasants. Mom had a�taxidermist stuff one of her prized, 
beautiful multi-colored pheasants; she showcased this trophy on the dining room buffet. We 
always ate the game they shot, although it was never my favorite meal. In fact, I�could hardly 
tolerate the smell of it cooking in the oven.
	 Before Thanksgiving Mom and Dad both looked forward to shooting clay pigeons at the 
annual turkey shoot held at the American Legion Hall. At these competitions round clay discs 
were ejected out of a�trap into the air. The shooter would say �pull� and a�clay bird would be 
released into the air for them to shoot. Both my parents were good shots, so often they would 

win a�turkey as a�prize.
	  Dad insisted that I�go rabbit hunting 
with him and sometimes Mom. Rabbit hunt-
ing season was in the winter, so Dad liked 
to hunt when snow covered the ground so 
he could track the footprints of rabbits. On 
these cold wintery days I�did not enjoy having 
the task of kicking up rabbits in the �elds 
for them to shoot. Dad always insisted that 
I�never, never walk in front of him. He taught 
me gun-safety issues, and how to hold his gun 
while he climbed a�fence. 
	 Annie Oakley, a�famous and talented 
sharpshooter and exhibition shooter, was 
born in 1860, only 20 miles from our house. 
Much has been written about her skill as 
a�sharpshooter and her marksmanship while 
touring with Buffalo Bill�s Wild West Show. 
My parents taught my brother to shoot but 
didn�t teach me or my two sisters. Maybe with 
a�bit of practice and skill, I�could have become 
Annie Oakley, the 2nd.

Janet with her mom on her Confirmation circa 1946
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Cigarettes
Mom and Dad both smoked cigarettes. Dad 
smoked two packs of Lucky Strikes a�day; 
Mom smoked Kool cigarettes, mostly when 
she played bridge and pinochle. I�can still 
smell the aroma�of Dad�s cigarettes �oating 
into my play area, which was the porch 
between the of�ce and house. Dad often kept 
a�cigarette burning in the drug room when 
he�worked in the of�ce.
	 Dad quit smoking �cold turkey.� He 
developed heart palpitations and other 
worrisome symptoms, severe enough to land 
him in the hospital. Doctors never diagnosed 
anything serious; they did not mention 
cigarette withdrawal. Well, later Dad resumed 
smoking again. When he quit the second 
time (and for good), he developed the same 
symptoms, so back in the hospital he went.
	 Believe it or not, Mom encouraged me 
to smoke when I�was in high school. She 
thought smoking would curb my appetite. 
This was before the cancer scare. I�quit 
smoking in 1962, the same year my husband 
Andrew�quit.
	 When I�do laundry today, I�always have 
memories of my dad. I�helped with the 
laundry as a�child; one of my jobs was to 
empty the loose cigarette tobacco from the 
pockets of dad�s crisp white shirts. I�still have 
the habit of checking Jim�s shirt pockets. 
Thank goodness. No tobacco. When I�was 
young, we bought candy cigarettes and 
pretended to smoke them. Oh, how times 
have�changed.

Dad in front of his office with Marilyn, Janet 
and Bill circa 1937

Dad and Mom 1941



10

People

�

Elderly Men
Several elderly men come to mind when I�was young. Ben Groete, an elderly, worn-looking gen-
tleman, painted our house at times. What I�remember about him is that he drove an old Model T 
Ford, probably a�1924 model. I�had never seen someone who had to hand crank the shaft at the 
front of his car to get his car started. With two hands he cranked it around and around in order 
to get the car to sputter. He worked a�long time to be successful in starting his car. I�learned later 
that many men broke their wrist or arm while cranking a�car. Charles Kettering invented the self 
starter in 1919, so Ben Groete was still driving an old car in the 40�s as he was rather poor. Dad 
knew that as soon as he collected his money from painting, he would go on a��bender� at the 
local bar. Therefore, Dad didn�t pay him until the painting project was completed.
	 Another elderly man was a�farmer in our neighborhood who enjoyed having us Willke kids 
visit him at his large brick farm house built in the late 1800�s. Heine Bergman owned the �eld 
behind us, so we would walk through the �eld to visit him. He was a�con�rmed bachelor who 
had a�well-built old red brick house and a�small dilapidated farm. He was insistent that I�learn 
how to milk a�cow. Sitting on the three-legged stool, I�did my best to extract milk, but I�always 
failed. I�told Heine what I�really wanted to do when I�visited was play his organ. He had a�large, 
ancient organ that self-played if you pushed the two pedals. I�could create beautiful organ music 
just by pumping the giant pedals with my small feet. Marilyn remembers helping Heine cut down 
corn stalks with a�sickle. Bill remembers playing in the barn. Heine was not a�modern farmer.
	 Another elderly man I�loved to visit when I�was a�little girl was Joe Goecke, owner of 
a�combined candy store/barber shop/�lling station on the other side of town. Joe was the father 
of my Uncle Al Goeke, who changed the spelling of his last name when he moved to Cincinnati. 
Joe, who loved children, would give us candy, much to the chagrin of my mom. Joe loved to 
play cards with his cronies during the day. His shop, which had a�single gas pump in front and 
a�well-worn red, white, and blue stripped barber pole, housed a�visiting barber on Saturdays. 
Joe would escort me to his back yard and show me his bee hives which were in open wooded 
cabinets. I�marveled at the bees working hard producing honey. When Mom bought honey, she�d 
buy the entire honey comb and spread it on bread; we did not eat the�liquid honey that we eat 
today, but the entire comb.
	 Joe�s brother, Ed Goecke, lived next door to Joe�s shop. Ed was a�skilled wood carver, 
making furniture and cof�ns. After Ed�s death, there was a�huge public sale. I�loved going to 
estate sales which were community events. They were all-day events where delicious homemade 
food was sold. I�remember feeling very important when Dad asked me to bid on an item. 
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I�waited impatiently all day to perform this important task, and I�was greatly disappointed when 
the opening bid was more than dad wanted to pay. 
	  Ed�s yard and house were �lled with antique furniture, old pots and pans, and rusted tools. 
I�marveled at the auctioneer as Dad and Mom bid on an antique bed made by Ed Goecke. 
Having bought the bed, they stored the beautiful hand-carved, walnut bed upstairs in the barn 
where we used to play. There were birds and mice who enjoyed resting on this well-worn bed. 
Years later when we moved to our new house, Mom asked Mr. Raushau, a�wood maker, to cut 
off the top section of the headboard. He refused! Thank goodness. She had it re�nished to its 
original beauty; the bed is a�valued antique today.

Hobos and Other Traveling Vendors
Mom was always good to the hobos who knocked on our door in the 1940s. I�remember 
watching the bedraggled, unkempt men eat Mom�s food on the steps of the front and back 
porch. I�know the hobo was willing to work, but I�only remember their getting a�good meal at 
our house. We were told to distance ourselves from these hobos who Mom always hoped would 
eat and leave quickly. Unlike a��tramp� who works only when forced to, and a��bum� who 
does not work at all, a��hobo� is a�traveling worker. The number of hobos increased during 
the Great Depression era. With no work, many decided to travel for free by freight train and 
try their luck elsewhere. They would walk with their bindle stick�a�collection of belongings 
wrapped in cloth and tied around a�stick. We no longer had a�train track in Maria�Stein so 
I��nd it interesting that we had hobos in our town. When one hobo would show up, we knew 
more hobos would follow. They had a�system where they carried chalk and would make 
symbols for those following them. These symbols could be on the house, road, sidewalk, fence, 
etc. Some of the symbols were a�kind lady lives here, man with gun lives here, okay to sleep in 
barn, police are hostile, beware of thieves, get bread here, doctor lives here, wet town so alcohol 
here, good place to sleep, dangerous place, mean dog, etc. Because our hobos came closely after 
each together, I�m sure they marked the symbol �get a�good meal here� on a�fence post near 
our�house.
	 In my early years an ice man routinely delivered a�chunk of ice to be placed in the top of 
our icebox. When we walked to school every day, we would pass the ice house which was two 
properties east of our house. 
	 About three times a�week the milk man would deliver milk. We had a�cubby hole on the side 
of the house where he would place the milk.
	 Then there was the Huckster Man who would knock at our door at various times; he would 
invite Mom to come to the street to inspect the wares in his truck. These men were called, at 
times, Wagon Peddlers. The �store on wheels� sold a�variety of foods, vitamins, supplements, 
dry goods, and an assortment of health remedies.
	 Also, there was the Watkins man who knocked on our door with a�suitcase full of products. 
The Watkins man brought home remedies to rural areas. He had health remedies, baking 
products and other household items. By the 1940s Watkins was the largest direct-sales company 
in the world. I�remember that Mom bought vanilla�extract from him.
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	 Busse Meat Market from Fort Loramie stopped by to sell meats. Also, we would walk to 
Grandma�Eifert�s house, which was next to the church, to buy butter. Her son, Lee Eifert, drove 
a�milk truck and must have supplied Grandma�Eifert in her business of selling butter.
	 We attended free Medicine Shows which were held in the Legion Hall in Station, which we 
called the area�of town west of us. The Medicine Show had touring acts to draw an audience, 
and peddled �miracle cure� patent medicines and other products. Each show was run by a�man 
posing as a�doctor who drew the crowd with a�monologue alternating entertainment with sales 
pitches. The entertainment could be magic acts, ventriloquists, and musicians. Among the many 
medicines for sale would be herbal laxatives and Snake Oil. Dad was never too happy about our 
attending these events which he called �pure quackery.�
	 I�m guessing that both the huckster and the medicine show man sold Hadacol, a�patent 
medicine marketed as a�vitamin supplement. It was advertised that Hadacol was �good for what 
ails you.� It was a�very popular remedy because it contained 12% alcohol.

Tony and Mrs. Voskuhl
I�have many fond early childhood memories of Mrs. Voskuhl and her husband, Tony. They lived 
next door to us in a�ramshackled, unpainted rickety house. Mrs. Voskuhl helped Mom with her 
chores two or three days a�week and she also served as our nanny, although we didn�t use this 
word then.
	 Mrs. Voskuhl and Tony had few expenses, as they did not have electricity, running water, 
central heat, an indoor toilet, a�phone or a�car. Often on our visits to their house we gathered 
around their potbelly stove to stay warm. I�was in awe when Tony shaved with a�straight razor, 
threatening to �get me� with that razor when his face was covered with shaving cream. He 

loved to tease me and 
he loved the sound of 
my little-girl giggle. 
They had a�huge 
garden where they 
grew most of their 
food. When I�was 
quite young, I�d see 
Mrs. V. from our 
house working in 
her garden which 
was adjacent to our 
house. Mom said I�d 
stand by the back 
yard fence and cry 
for her.
	 Tony was an 
alcoholic and a�poor 
provider. I�think Mrs. Voskuhl, Marilyn, Janet, Bill, Rosann (in front) circa 1944
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digging graves by hand was his one and only job; there were only 3 or 4 deaths a�year in 
Maria�Stein. If you needed to �nd Tony, he was at Gast Pub.
	 I�have fond memories of sitting with them in the evenings on their rickety front porch. We 
would swing in their glider and watch the sun set. When the sky was full of vibrant colors, Mrs. 
V. would say that God was baking cookies. I�have so many pleasant memories of my time spent 
at their house, because they treated me like I�was a�special little girl. When it became dark, they 
lit their kerosene lamps and sent me on my way home. If I�visited them during the day, Mrs. V. 
would be stitching quilts which she gave us as gifts. Quilts can be quite valuable if hand-made. 
Mrs. V. used old clothing and cheap cloth she bought at the store as material for her quilts, so 
sadly her quilts haven�t worn very well.
	 Mrs. V. was a�large woman. I�can still remember how secure I�felt being held close to her 
large bosom. I�remember her washing our clothes and hanging them to dry in our back yard, 
as we did not have a�dryer in the early days. We had a�mangler which she used to iron the �at 
items. She ironed Dad�s starched white shirts. She helped Mom can the fruits and vegetables 
which we grew in our garden.
	 Mrs. V. and Dad�s of�ce nurse Julia�ate lunch at our house. I�remember Mrs. V. liked to eat 
the fat left over on our plates.
	 When Tony died, I�felt a�great loss, and Mrs. V. lost the man she loved. No more swinging on 
the front porch with her and Tony. No more teasing. Life was going to change. After his death, 
Mrs. V moved to Cincinnati�because her daughter lived across the river in Covington, Ky. Mrs. 
V. stayed in Ohio in order to get her government assistance check. She moved to a�rat-infested 
upstairs apartment on Elm Street, a�seedy area�of downtown Cincinnati. I�felt afraid when we 
visited her, having to walk by questionable 
characters to get to her apartment. Her rickety 
stairs were the rats� playground. She had 
an open sore on her leg that never healed. 
This made me feel very sad for her. Even 
with her disability, she took in ironing as her 
income. My parents felt bad seeing her in this 
condition. They found a�better apartment for 
her and subsidized her rent until she died. She 
had given so much of herself and her love to 
our family. It was pay-back time.

My Sister, Marilyn
A very signi�cant person in my life, especially 
the past 45 years, has been my older sister, 
Marilyn, who is four years older than I�am. 
She is the person I�can talk to and share ideas 
with for hours and hours. She and I�accept 
each other �as is,� never bothering to �nd fault 
or to criticize. We are alike in so many ways. Janet, Marilyn, Bill in 1940
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    In 1976, at the age of 44, she had 
malignant colon cancer. Knowing that 
I�could possibly lose my sister and best friend 
was very dif�cult for me. It was then that 
I�realized how much I�needed Marilyn. I�have 
vivid memories of visiting her while she was 
suffering the terrible effects of chemotherapy. 
Later, I�waited anxiously at her side as she 
received the results of further tests to see if the 
cancer had reoccurred. I�am happy to report 
these tests have all turned out negative.
    In 1970 when my entire world collapsed, 
Marilyn was at my doorstep. Even though 
she had �ve young children of her own, she 
traveled 65 miles to pick up my �ve children 
and take them to her house. Consequently, 
my children have little recollection of the time 
their father whom they adored was forcibly 
taken to the psychiatric ward of the hospital. 
Going to Aunt Marilyn�s house was always 
a�treat for my children; for a�period of time 
it was their second home. I�was at her house 

when I�received a�phone call from my neighbor telling me that my husband had attempted 
suicide. My neighbor�s fast thinking had saved his life. Again, Marilyn rescued my children; the 
children had to be told about this horrible situation much, much later in life.
    Today she and I�share an interest in the stock market. We both read voraciously and share 
our knowledge on �nancial issues. This has enabled both of us to be the single �nancial adviser 
in each of our households. Good thing because both of our husbands have little interest in 
�nancial affairs. She and I�attended �nancial conferences, mostly in Florida. We made it a�point 
to introduce ourselves to the �big shots� of the �nancial industry. One year we called home 
from Florida�excited about having talked with John Bogle, the founder of the Vanguard Funds. 
One would think that we had dined with the Queen of England. Let our husbands and children 
laugh at us! Guess who reaps the reward of our �nancial success and ardent hobby?
	 These days we share ideas on our adult children and their spouses. She and I�combined have 
raised nine sons and one daughter. We talk a�lot about our children and grandchildren. 
Many times she has excellent advice on how to handle a�situation. One of her mottoes is �No 
good deed goes unpunished.� It is surprising how often this has been true in my life.
	 Then there�s the discussion on how our grandchildren are being raised. We have to keep our 
mouths closed around our children, but she and I�can clearly express our opinions on this mat-
ter to each other. Will our grandchildren, who are given so much, grow up to be as responsible 
and successful as their parents? Indications are �yes.�
	 And how did I�become interested in this University of Dayton�s Continuing Education class? 
It was Marilyn who recommended that I�take this memoir course.

Marilyn as homecoming queen and Janet in 1950.
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A Tribute to my Sister, Rosann Spitzer
Today, October 3, 2018, is the second birthday of Meredith Rose Spitzer, granddaughter of my 
younger sister, Rosann, who left this earth in June of 2007 at the age of 66 after battling cancer.
She suffered through �ve different concoctions of chemotherapy for a�cancer labeled �unknown 
primary.� One of Rosann�s greatest wishes was to live long enough to hold her grandchild. Fate 
would not allow this to be.
	 Rosann and I�spent a�lot of time together during our younger years. We played �store,� using 
all the empty boxes from the kitchen that Mom could save for us. We sat at our miniature table 
and chairs and had make-believe tea�from our tiny dishes. We skated on the sidewalks and on 
the cement walkways surrounding the church. We dressed up in old clothes and clip-clopped 
around in Mom�s old high-heeled shoes. We went to Minster together to take piano lessons from 
Hilda�Wernsing. For many summers we attended two-week or four-week sessions at Fort Scott 
Camp near Hamilton, Ohio.
	 We planted seeds in the garden and harvested the results. We cut buckhorns and dandelions 
from the front yard of our house and attached of�ce. We mowed the lawn. We shared the love 
of Mrs. Voshuhl, who really loved this new baby girl. I, almost age 4, was thrilled to have 
a�baby sister, but my brother Bill, age 6, was hoping for a�brother. I�was the winner!
	 We played on the same girls� softball team called The Jinz which our dad coached. We often 
visited Bill at Culver Military Academy in Culver, Indiana, where he spent his last three years 
of high school. We went to Mexico where 
dad attended a�medical conference and where 
I�learned to love the Spanish language.
	 We enjoyed shopping once or twice a�year at 
Rike�s Department Store in Dayton. The high-
light of the all-day shopping spree was eating 

Rosann and Janet in front of old house circa 1943Dad, Rosann, Mom, October 26, 1968
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in Rike�s dining room, an upscale restaurant. 
At times we ate at Culp�s Cafeteria, another 
dining experience for us �country� people.
    Yes, in about 1951 I�was there when 
dear Rosann had her �rst epileptic seizure. 
Although we shared the same bedroom in 
our old house, we were in different bedrooms 
when I�woke up to Rosann�s seizure shortly 
after we moved into our new house.
    Rosann was there to help me when Andrew 
became ill in 1970. Andy and Mark, then 
ages 9 and 8, remember taking the train 
to Lafayette, Indiana, staying a�week with 
Rosann, her husband Bob, and Mike, an infant.
	 Rosann was, perhaps, the smartest of 
us four children. She was the fourth child in 
our family to graduate from Miami�University 
in Oxford, Ohio. She graduated in computer 
science when it was in its infancy. She easily 
attained a�job at Proctor & Gamble in 

Cincinnati, programming a�large, bulky computer.
	 I�still remember calling Rosann in October, 2004, when Jim and I�were at an Elderhostel program 
vacationing in Quebec. I�called to inquire about the results of her recent medical test. The devastating 
news was that her cancer had spread into her lymph nodes. It was a�painful conversation for both of us.
	 Two years and nine months later she left this world after �ghting for her life, as she didn�t 
want to leave her husband, four sons, and especially you, precious Meredith Rose Spitzer. 

October 3, 2018

Dear Rosann,

We are thinking of you, Rosann, as we celebrate Meredith�s birthday today, eleven years 
after your death. This beautiful, bright-eyed two-year old is the daughter of Megan and 
Steve Spitzer. As it stands now (2018), Rosann, there is a�possibility that this could be 
your one and only grandchild. Meredith�s middle name is Rose in honor of you.

Addendum � Katherine Jane Spitzer, a�baby sister to Meredith Rose, arrived 
on�December 5, 2018. 

Love, Janet

Aunt Minnie
My great-aunt Minnie Kleinhenz was a�frail, tiny woman with a�high shrill voice. She ��t 
the mold� as a�priest housekeeper which she was. Having never married she was technically 
a�spinster or �old maid.�

Rosann’s grandchildren, Meredith and Katherine 
Spitzer 2018
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Janet, Mom (Alfrida Willke), Rosann at Joe and  
Nancy Schwieteman’s wedding in September, 1986

	 She wore a�hairnet on her gray 
hair which was pulled back into 
a�bun. On her thin frame she always 
wore a�cotton patterned matronly 
dress which was four or �ve inches 
below her knees. Covering the dress 
was a�large wrap-around apron with 
large, deep pockets. On her legs were 
brown hose inserted into solid-healed 
tied black shoes. When I�hugged 
this dear lady, I�thought I�d break 
her fragile bones. She attended mass 
every day and often had a�rosary 
entwined in her hand as her lips 
moved quietly.
	 Visiting her in a�priest house was 
an eerie and strange experience for 
this little girl. The rectory was dark, quiet, nondescript, and lacking a�woman�s touch. Seeing 
priests not wearing their Roman collar and in regular men�s clothing was a�surprise. Although 
the priests always welcomed us and showered us with treats, I�always felt uncomfortable.
	 Sometimes Aunt Minnie stayed at our house for several days. She always placed her bottle 
of mineral oil on the dining room buffet. When I�asked my mother what this was for, she 
answered, �to keep her regular.� There never would be another person like this loving, petite, 
gray-haired spinster who enriched my life as a�child.
	 My Great Uncle Tony Kleinhenz was the brother to Aunt Minnie. He lived in a�big house 
set back far from the highway in the Station part of Maria�Stein. Sometimes, my mom would 
drop me off to spend the day with Uncle Tony, who had older sons at home. They always liked 
to tease me. Well, one day I�gave them a�good reason to tease me for the rest of their lives. When 
I�was about 7 or 8 years old, I�asked Uncle Tony if I�could visit my classmate, Betty Schenking, 
who lived nearby. Well, Betty and I�got into a��st �ght that day, and I�returned to Uncle Tony�s 
house looking a�bit banged up. I�don�t remember why we were �ghting or who won the �ght. 
I�do know that it has the distinction of being my one-and-only �st �ght. And, somehow, Uncle 
Tony seemed happy about it because he laughed for a�long time.

Bill’s BB Gun
My brother, Bill, was always getting into trouble. One of his punishments for bad behavior was 
having his BB gun con�scated. During one of his good-behavior months he directed me, his 
gullible little sister, to follow him upstairs in the barn. He gave me a�straw hat, instructing me to 
hold it outstretched from my body. Dumb me. I�did it. Then he practiced shooting the hat with 
his BB gun. I�don�t remember how Mom and Dad found out, but I�do remember his punishment. 
No BB�gun for an entire year. He must have been a�good shot as I�don�t remember being hit by 
a�BB. 
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Accidents and Injuries

�

Knuckle Injury / Brother Bill
Our family was composed of three girls and one boy. Bill, my brother, excelled in sports 
and needed a�partner to catch his fast, curve balls and someone to hold the football while 
he practiced his kicking. Bill missed having a�brother, so, by default, I�became that brother. 
I�resisted �being that brother� but he insisted by bribing me with golden gifts of chewing gum 
and pennies. One day, in about 1948 when I�was 11 or 12 years old, I�was holding the football 
in the usual position for him to kick; instead he ran toward the football at full speed and kicked 
the knuckle of my index �nger on my left hand.
	 The knuckle was beyond repair. Dad and also Dr. Adkins at the Coldwater Hospital did 
their best to pull it back in shape, but were unsuccessful. So, after sedating me, various other 

doctors tried unsuccessfully to pull and push 
it back to normal. In time I�underwent two 
depressing surgeries, the second one requiring 
a�2-inch incision over the preceding 1-inch 
incision.
    Being in the Lima�Hospital after the last 
surgery was a�life-changing event. During this 
time I�felt very sorry for myself; I�brooded 
a�lot, and had the �Why Me� self-defeating 
attitude. After surgery I�was wheeled into 
a�2-bed sterile room. In that room was a�big 
silver metal object that was making noises 
that sounded like breathing. To my surprise 
a�girl my age was fully enclosed in the casket-
like machine, called an iron lung. Polio was 
rampant at this time; many young people 
became crippled or died of this dreadful 
disease. While in the hospital my room-
mate, who had polio, and I�became friends, 
even though we could hardly see each other 
because of her enclosure or converse because 
of her dif�culty breathing. I�could see her 
face in the mirror which was attached to the 
iron�lung.Bill, Janet and Marilyn in 1937
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	 After a�few days I�was released from the hospi-
tal, but my room-mate was not so fortunate. Her 
death several days later made me profoundly sad, 
guilty, and embarrassed. I�was alive and she wasn�t. 
My knuckle debacle seemed insigni�cant, and I�felt 
like a�spoiled child. I�wished that I�had displayed 
a�more positive attitude when I�was with her and 
maybe been a�bit more sympathetic and�kind.
	 My career in football and basketball ended at 
this time, but it was just beginning for my brother 
Bill. He later became a star athlete at Culver 
Military Academy in Indiana. He attended Culver 
for three years, and received varsity letters in 
basketball, baseball and football all three years. 
In�his senior year he was captain of the football 
team which had only one loss that season. At 
graduation he received the best all around athlete 
award. It was never mentioned at Culver that 
Bill�s little sister helped lay the groundwork for 
his�successful career in sports.

Bill and Janet in front yard of old house circa 1947 Bill at Culver Military Academy

My brother Bill, graduation from Culver 
Military Academy in 1952
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A Leg Accident
When I�was in the 7th grade, I�had a�terrible accident. My girlfriends and I�were at Marilyn 
Thobe�s house attending a�birthday party. Their farm had a�long lane going down a�steep slope. 
We girls were on a�spring wagon being pulled by two of my friends. Anyway, those who were 
guiding the spring wagon lost control, and we cruised wildly down the hill, ending up in a�ditch. 
My left leg became lodged in between the wagon and the insert of the wheel. It opened up 
a�large three and one-half inch gash in�the calf of my leg. 
    The wound gapped opened so I�had to hold it back in place. My girlfriends were hysterical 
when they saw the insides of my calf. Mrs. Thobe, the mother of 16 children, did not know 
how to drive and they didn�t have a�telephone. Don Thobe, who was in the 8th grade, knew 
how to�drive farm equipment, so he drove the farm truck to alert my dad, who was working 
in his of�ce. I�still remember how shocked Dad was when he �rst saw my leg. Mom wasn�t 
home at the time so Dad drove me to Coldwater Hospital. Dr. Adkins sewed up my wound, 
using�a�lot of what he called �cat gut� for the interior. I�was�on crutches for a�long time. My 
girlfriends were quick to tell me that they were not the fault of my accident. I�don�t know who 
was at fault. That memory is blocked forever. It�really doesn�t matter.

Auto Accident
I�experienced a�tragic event on New Year�s Eve when I�was age 16. Delbert Clune and I�had 
quite a�few dates in high school, and I�truly enjoyed his company, as he was considerate, kind, 
always a�gentleman, handsome, and had a�good heart. He was a�star athlete in football, base-
ball, and basketball. So, when he asked to escort me to the New Year�s Eve dance at Edgewater 
in Celina�where a�big band was playing that night, I�danced with joy. Being with Delbert was 
special. He, at the time, was playing on a�minor league baseball team and was home (St. Rose) 
for the holidays. Driving home that night around 1 a.m., there were four of us in the car. Alex 
Bruggeman and Duretta�Link were in the back seat.
	 In Maria�Stein Station there is a�popular bar. A disorderly drunk stumbled from the bar 
and walked in front of Delbert�s car, hitting the right front fender directly in my sight. He was 
killed instantly. How shocked we all were, witnessing this tragic event. No words can describe 
how bad we felt, especially for Delbert and the family of this elderly gentleman. Bystanders �rst 
tried to contact my dad, who wasn�t home. Then they contacted Julia�Feltz, dad�s of�ce nurse 
who came to the scene. The county sheriff was called too. The four of us were stunned, giving 
solace to Delbert, who was shocked, feeling guilty and at fault. He was not under the in�uence 
of alcohol or driving above the speed limit.
	 Delbert was not charged although I�knew he would be devastated by this and harbor feelings 
of guilt. The day following the accident, he and Alex stopped by our house to see how I�was 
doing. The sad part is that I�never talked with him again. He left town to continue his short-
lived baseball career. We never had much closure. To this day I�feel sad about this. I also felt sad 
and hurt because when I �nally returned home, my father was upset with me for not coming 
home immediately after the accident. I was still shocked from what I had witnessed and was 
hoping for compassion from my father.
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Events

�

Learning to Drive in the 8th Grade / New House
When I�was in the eighth grade, my parents decided to build a�new brick home 1/2 mile west 
of our existing home. It was on the corner of Route 119 and Rolfes Rd. It was a�busy time for 
Mom and Dad as they were dealing with many contractors and the architect. Dad was very, 
very busy in the of�ce; Marilyn was in college, and Bill was at Culver Military Academy. Dad 
needed someone to drive to various places, such as the lumber yard and hardware stores in 
nearby communities. Who did he choose to be his �gofer?� Me! His 13-year old daughter! So, 
he taught me to drive our Chevy coup which had a�stick shift. In our tiny village in Ohio there 
were no policemen, so I�did quite a�bit of driving at an early age with no fear of getting a�ticket. 
Many of my friends, who were farmers, had learned to drive tractors and farm machinery at 
the age of 13 or earlier. The good that came out of this is that I�was allowed at age 14 to drive 
to the nearby drive-in outdoor theater with 
my�friends.
	 During the big Thanksgiving Blizzard of 
1950, we had about 20-30 inches of snow. 
The winds were strong and produced heavy 
drifting and all the roads were closed. The 
heavy winds had blown over the electric 
utility poles so there was no electric service. 
The workers had plastered the walls of our 
new house the day before the blizzard. The 
electricity was off; the house did not have 
heat, so the plaster was going to freeze and 
crack. Dad had a�dilemma. How does he get 
heat in the house immediately? Our horse, 
Lady, and my older sister came to the rescue. 
Marilyn, home on Thanksgiving break from 
college, was selected to ride Lady to the new 
house. Dad saddled Lady with food and 
overnight supplies and sent Marilyn on the 
half-mile journey through the heavy snow 
drifts. Marilyn was successful in riding Lady 
to the new house and used the garage as 
a�temporary stable. She kept the house above Janet with rag curls in hair circa 1946
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freezing by burning wood in the �replace. She 
kept feeding wood into the �replace through-
out the night, sleeping on the �oor. The roads 
were partially cleared the next day. Yes, some 
plaster cracked but Marilyn and Lady saved 
the day. This was before cell phones. I�can 
only imagine how my dad and mom worried 
that night and how happy they were when 
Marilyn and Lady returned safely.

Photo Contest / Hair Style
I�am told that I�was pretty when I�was 
a�young child. In 1937 Mom entered my 
picture in a�Montgomery Ward contest when 
I�was about 4 months old and my picture 
won a�cash prize. Mom often talked about 
this�contest.
    Mom often put my hair in rags. She used 
strips of cloth and rag-rolled sections of my 
hair. It�s still used today as a�no-heat natural 
way to make curls. In the morning after 
removing the rags, Mom did not comb my 
hair but left the sections in tight single curls. 
I�had about 6 or 8 tight curls on my head.

A Visit to the Dentist
Why did my children hate to go to the dentist? Let me tell you the ways. Because we had free 
dental care in the country where my parents and sister lived, we traveled there from Dayton 
regularly. My dad and Dr. Bernard, a�dentist, both being doctors, treated each other�s families 
at�no cost. My children recall a quid pro quo for their dad�s legal services and Dr. Bernard�s 
dental services. My sister and I�both had �ve children each, all being treated by Dr. Bernard.
    Dr. Bernard had a�one-person of�ce which was located in the front room of his brick house 
built on a�rolling hill in the small town of St. Henry. Dental hygienists were not in abundance at 
this time. He wore a�wrinkled suit and always had a�friendly smile. When he �nished working 
on one child, he�d clasp his hands together and say, �Who�s next?� My children who remained 
in the waiting room cringed and said, �Not me. You go ahead.� Children with fear in their eyes!
	 My sister and I�didn�t learn until years later that Dr. Bernard didn�t give Novocain to 
children. Our children received �llings without the area�being anesthetized. Today our 
adult children teasingly accuse us of child abuse. These children are doctors, a�lawyer, and 
professionals, and they haven�t brought us to court yet. I can�t complete this topic unless I tell 
you another story about how I have emotionally maimed three of my sons for life.

Janet with rag curls in hair. Uncle Carl thought 
I looked like Judy Garland and often called ME 
“Judy.” Circa 1948
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Janet four months old. This photo won $10 in a Montgomery Ward  photo contest in 1937.
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	 Marilyn always planned �eld trips for our children. On a �dentist day� Andy, Mark, and 
David had a tour of a local slaughter house. While several of the children were at the dentist, the 
boys saw a cow slaughtered from beginning to end. They have vivid memories of the shooting 
of a cow. It was a traumatic experience for them. Are they still traumatized today? To my 
knowledge, my sons still eat meat, so they aren�t as emotionally scarred as they pretend to be.
	 As I�picture Dr. Bernard standing in his of�ce clasping his hands together as he eagerly 
awaits his next victim, I�can also picture the cows standing in their stanchions mooing, �Not 
me, please. You go ahead.� I�don�t imagine those cows received Novocain either before they 
were hit by the bullet.

My mother writes: “After giving it much thought we went ahead, in 1950, with plans to build a new 
house. Having the office next to the house had been convenient for Ed all these years but it was also 
depriving us of a lot of privacy. So we decided to have the house and the office in separate locations. 
After selling the property to St. John Parish, the office building was moved a quarter mile west on 
land we had purchased from Tony Voskuhl.
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Janet at age 18 months with her wagon and toy doll. Note coal chute in 
background where coal was delivered into the cellar

Places

�

Old House
From birth until high school I lived in a two-storied wooden-structured house which had Dad�s 
doctor�s of�ce attached to it. It was located at 8459 State Route 119 west of St John church in 
Maria Stein. We had a�big two-storied barn, an out-house, and a�dog house which housed our 
beagles. When I�was a�very young girl, a�small indoor bathroom was added to the rear of the 
kitchen. It had a�small sink, toilet, and bath tub. All six of us shared this tiny bathroom.
	 As a�second bathroom we used the outhouse which was located in the rear of our property. 
Instead of toilet paper we used pages from the Sears-Roebuck catalogue which was rather 
rough. We had an apple tree near the outhouse which mainly produced rotten apples. With 
a�good throw, one could pick up an apple and throw it through the ventilation design opening 
which was in the top front of the outhouse. I�remember being bombarded by those rotten apples. 
In fact, sometimes I�escaped Bill and friends by locking myself in the outhouse. That�s not an 
ideal place to hide! So called �Honey-Dippers� came regularly to empty the contents of the 
outhouse. On Halloween it was somewhat common to tip over outhouses as a�trick.
	 During the time we lived in our old house, the US mail was not delivered. We lived in 
the tiny village of 
Maria�Stein. The 
town did not have 
a�stop light, a�police 
department, a�mayor 
or town council. It 
housed Menker�s 
Grocery Store whose 
front section housed 
the post of�ce and 
many personal mail 
boxes. Mail came 
twice a�day so we 
children were sent 
there to retrieve our 
mail twice a�day. 
The grocery store 
was not self-service. 
Often when we got 
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the mail, Mom would give us a�grocery list which we handed to the grocer. Pete Menker often 
had to�use a�long pole, which had a�crab clasp on the end of it, to retrieve cans on the high 
shelves. We bought vinegar by bringing our jug to be re�lled from a�large barrel. The price for 
the groceries was written in a�ledger, and we would get billed once a�month. No cash register. 
No calculator. Much trust by/in the grocer.
	 Our next-door neighbor owned Gagel�s Hardware Store which was in the center of town. There 
was the Knight�s Hall, Gast�s Pub, Goecke�s small shoe and shoe-repair store, and Joe Goecke�s 
place which sold gas. The western portion of Maria�Stein had a�grain elevator and a�bar.
	 All stores and businesses closed on Sundays because of the blue laws. Blue laws were 
designed to enforce religious standards. Some blue laws are still enforced today; in Ohio one 
can�t buy alcohol on Sunday mornings.
	 Our house had an old coal furnace in the dank cellar that provided our heat. We had 
a��stoker� furnace. Once every day and twice during extreme weather, the furnace had to be 
cleaned. This involved opening the �re chamber and grate and with the assistance of a�long 
metal poker, pushing all the ashes through the grate into a�collection pan underneath. Dad 
transferred these ashes into metal pails which he then used to cover the driveway. These ashes, 
called clinkers, were very sharp. As a�child I�walked bare feet almost all summer. Many times 
I�stubbed my toes, but I�still continued to walk without shoes. 
	 I�had many injuries on my knees when I�fell on our driveway, where I�liked to play. The scars 
from these knee injuries piled on top of each other. I�remember how happy we were to get an 
automatic stoker.
	 Besides the furnace in the cellar, Mom had her canned goods on shelves. I�particularly loved 
her home-canned peaches. She made strawberry and grape jam. Every year she went through 
a�long process of making sweet pickles. Big crocks of cucumbers were soaked in vinegar, water, 
sugar, salt, and mustard seed and then transferred to another crock with a�different liquid. 
Everything Mom canned came out of our garden, and Dad�s patients often gave him some 
vegetables or fruit grown in their gardens. Sometimes, it was their only payment for Dad�s 
services. I�still miss the acidic taste of our homegrown tomatoes which we grew in abundance.
	 Dad enjoyed working in the garden after of�ce hours, and he needed his kids to assist him. 
We�d grow many rows of potatoes which we stored in the cellar. Corn, radishes, endive, leaf 
lettuce, rhubarb, tomatoes�we grew it all. Working in the garden was not my favorite chore. 
One time Bill went wild with his hoe and hoed me in the head. You would think that those 
stitches in my scalp would have kept me out of the garden. No way.
		  Dad was adamant about keeping our yard looking green and free of weeds. Often my job 
was to cut the dandelions and buckhorns that were plentiful. We did not use insecticides at that 
time. Also, our lawnmower was a�push mower.
	 We did not have heat in the upstairs three bedrooms. Bill�s bedroom and the bedroom that 
Rosann and I�shared were so cold in the winter that sometimes the water in the holy water fonts, 
which hung on the wall, froze. The rooms were blistering hot in the summer. Therefore, we 
didn�t spend much time in our bedrooms during the day. Marilyn�s room had a�grate in it, so 
some heat from downstairs �owed into her bedroom. Dad stored his extra�large bottles of medi-
cine in her closet; in that way the medicine did not freeze. Dad did not write prescriptions; he had 
the medicines in his of�ce. On the third �oor we had a�large attic where many items were stored.
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    Our house, 
built in the early 
1900�s had transoms 
over the doorway. 
Transoms were used 
to allow passage of 
air and light between 
rooms even when 
doors were shut. 
They were over-
door windows that 
opened and closed. 
I�remember my 
brother Bill throw-
ing balls through 
these�transoms.

Dad’s Office
Dad�s of�ce was 
attached to our 
house by a�breeze-
way or porch. His 
patients exited the of�ce by passing through this porch, which was often my play area. Sitting 
on our front porch was like being on display while the patients walked through our front yard 
and entered the waiting room to the of�ce. Many women did not drive, so their husbands drove 
them to the of�ce. They parked parallel to the road in front of our house. These men bided their 
time by watching us play ball, work in the garden, and ride our horse, Lady. Dad didn�t take 
appointments, so people, in general, had a�long wait. The lack of privacy didn�t bother me, as 
I�was accustomed to it. My mom became perturbed when patients would knock on our dining 
room window as they were exiting the building. They wanted to say hello to Alfrida.
	 Many times when we were noisy in the back yard, dad knocked on the window or hollered 
out the of�ce window telling us to quiet down. When dad spoke, we obeyed. You bettcha. 
	 When I�got older I�felt like a��big shot� when Dad asked me to help him in the of�ce. 
He was strict and exact in how he wanted things done. The of�ce had a�waiting room, two 
consultation rooms, a�drug room, and a�multi-purpose room. The drug room, where I�worked, 
had the smell of cigarette smoke as Dad was a�chain smoker. Dad, like most country doctors, 
gave the desired medicine to his patients; he rarely wrote prescriptions. I�had to count pills 
and put them in a�small envelope. I�poured liquid medicine from a�big jug into a�small bottle, 
all exactly the way Dad had taught me. To my wonderment, one time I�had to stuff �our into 
capsules. I�kept quiet about this, but Dad always mentioned that a�portion of his patients didn�t 
need the medication they demanded. Patients returned their empty bottles to the of�ce, so it 
was�our job in the house to wash, steam, and dry these bottles for future use.

Marilyn, Bill, Janet, Rosann circa 1943
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	 Sometimes his of�ce nurse, Julia, was not able to work, so I�stepped up in importance as her 
replacement. I�can still smell the ether Dad administered when he removed tonsils on Saturday 
mornings. I�can smell the musty aroma�of a�cast Dad was removing. I�couldn�t look while he 
was suturing a�wound. Yes, I�felt a�close bond with my dad when I�helped him in the of�ce. Dad 
was not one to show affection or give compliments, so I�spent my entire life trying to win his 
favor. He was a�typical German!
	 In Dad�s early years as a�doctor, he waited in his of�ce for patients to appear. Later, he was 
extremely busy and on call all the time. Seems all of Dad�s energy was exerted in his job. He 
didn�t have many leisure hours for us children. For a�time, he did not accept new patients. Later, 
when I�gave birth to Cindy and Andy, my doctor did not arrive at the hospital in time to deliver 
them. I�thought of all the times my dad had been called in the middle of the night to make sure 
he would be in attendance for a�birth. Dad spent many long hours at the hospital waiting for 
a�mother to deliver. My doctors did not.

New House
In the late 40�s dad wanted to build a�new house, but the local farmers refused to sell their 
precious farmland. Dad had at least three lots where he would like to build, all on Route 119. 
He was extremely upset as he thought that being their doctor, who had given so much to the 
community, at least one farmer would sell a�lot to him. At about that time he experienced 
a�personal tragedy as his brother, George, died unexpectedly of a�heart attack. This was very 
hard on Dad at a�time when he felt unappreciated by his community.
	 Dad gave serious thought about moving to Cincinnati�and taking over my Uncle George�s 
medical practice. All of dad�s siblings lived in the Cincinnati�area. He looked at George�s 
�nances and saw that his patients were not paying their bills as dad�s patients were. When word 

got around town 
that dad was con-
templating a�move 
to Cincinnati, 
some farmers took 
immediate and direct 
action. Years later 
Marilyn found out 
a�secret, which was 
supposed to be bur-
ied forever. A group 
of Maria�Stein men 
met in the woods 
secretly and put 
pressure on Henry 
Streaker to sell Dad 
a�lot. So he did. 
I�never heard what 

Rosann mowing lawn at new house on Rolfes Road in Maria Stein. House 
completed in spring of 1951
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the consequences 
would have been 
if Henry Streaker 
had not done so. 
We moved into our 
new house in April 
of 1951. Our lot 
had farmland on the 
south and east sides, 
so we often had cows 
grazing near our 
property.
    My parents both 
died in 1990 when 
I�was 53 years old. 
That same year Jim�s 
mother died, Jim and I�married, three of my children married, and it was the �rst year I�taught 
at Ferguson Junior High in Beavercreek. That was a�momentous year. 
	 After the death of my parents Dr. Jim Schwieterman, my nephew, and his family bought this 
solid brick house. Some years later, the house imploded and was knocked off its foundation by 
an explosion, caused by a�gas leak of a�propane tank. Luckily no one was injured. Dr. Jim tore 
down the badly-damaged house and built another house which looks a�lot like the original.

Church
I�grew up in a�small community where everyone was Catholic. All of our lives were entwined 
around the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. In the 40s and 50s Roman Catholic nuns 
taught in our local public school, so in a�way, religion was taught in our school. This basis 
of a�strong religious background has stayed with me throughout my life. In my childhood, 
important days were First Holy Communion, Con�rmation, Solemn Communion, May Day, 
and other religious holidays. 
	 St. John Catholic Church, a�block from our house, is where I�was baptized, con�rmed, 
and married. The priest said the Mass in Latin in this magni�cent Gothic church. On my First 
Communion day I�wore a�white satin dress and lace head veil and carried a�new white prayer 
book and white pearl rosary. At that time we were not permitted to eat or drink anything 
after midnight if one was to receive Holy Communion on the following morning. I�remember 
my parents covering all the water faucets in our house with towels in order to keep me from 
accidentally drinking water before my First Communion. Many of our relatives came to partake 
in this wonderful, holy, and important celebration. It was a�special day for all of us second-
graders when we received the sacrament of Holy Communion.
	 I�remember often climbing up the steep open steps to the bell tower of the church. Dickie, 
the teenage bell ringer, was probably not allowed to have an 8-year old accompany him in the 
climb of these treacherous steps to the top, where he pulled the ropes connected to the bells. 

Winter at the new house
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When someone in the community died, Dickie 
pulled the ropes of the bells equal to the age 
of the deceased. When the bells tolled other 
than at noon and at 6 pm, we knew someone 
had died, so we stopped what we were doing 
and counted. Our beagles howled incessantly 
when the bells were ringing.
    The cement sidewalk around the church 
grounds was my favorite place to roller skate. It 
had smooth and even concrete and was much 
smoother for skating than the rough sidewalks 
leading from our house to town. My roller 
skates were attached to the soles of my hard 
shoes. A key tightened the skate to the shoes. 
Misplacing this important key was a�common 
occurrence at our house; while skating I�tied it 
to a�shoelace which I�placed around my neck. 
Still this key got misplaced often.
    When our class went to church each 
school day, we sat as a�class with our nun 
teachers watching over us. I�think the girls sat 
on the right side of the aisle and the boys sat 

on the left. During 
Mass I�remember 
making stick people 
�gures with my 
handkerchief, which 
we called hankies. 
I�became adept at 
folding this hankie 
to make �gures. 
I�wish I�could 
remember how to 
do�this �trick� today. 
Many of us went to 
Communion every 
day. Some of the 
buses arrived too 
late for my farmer 
friends to attend 
mass. Many of them 
had risen early to 
milk the cows by 

Janet, First Holy Communion, 2nd grade in 1944.

Janet’s Confirmation, Back row - Betty Thieman Vallo, Mom, Aunt Olive 
Thieman, Front row - Janet and Rosann. 1946






















































































































