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It was late 1861, might have been November. Me and my two brothers, Mark and Mathew (my name is Luke) were asleep in the loft next to the fire stones because they stayed warm all night. Our folks had a room in the back of our cabin, which had three rooms; living, kitchen and their bedroom. Me and my brothers had the loft. Pop built the fireplace first with a step-stair on one side so we could walk up to the loft, and he built the rest of the cabin around it, with the fireplace in the middle of the room.  

It was about time for our rooster to crow when we heard somebody calling, “Help me! Help me!” At first only I heard it, with the snow falling, the wind blowing was carrying the sound away. I woke my brothers and they could hear it, too. We got up and put on our britches and boots. We always slept in our wool shirts Maw made for us. Pop heard us and wanted to know what we were up to. I told him what we was hearing and he said, “You boys go look. If you need help, come and get me.” 

We started out down our lane. It was near a mile to the main road going to Springfield, Illinois, and it was three more to town. We came upon a buggy overturned with a man pinned under it and the horse still hitched up on one side. The trace chain was broken so the first thing we did was unhitch the horse. If he spooked again the old man was going to get killed. The old man said an owl trying to catch a mouse had spooked his horse. The horse had jumped sideways and turned his buggy over, trapping him under it. He was about to freeze to death, couldn’t move and was calling for help.  

It took us near an hour to get him back to our cabin. Pop had a fire going and coffee boiling when we got there. Maw had gotten up and started breakfast; just bread and pork sausage with some gravy. We helped the old man in front of the fireplace and wrapped a blanket around him. He was shaking so much he couldn’t keep from spilling his coffee. It was kind of funny to watch, but I knew he was suffering from the cold. After he warmed up some he was telling Pop about the owl spooking his horse and turning the buggy over on him. He said he was praying to the Lord to send somebody to help him, even if He did send the devil. 

Now, Pop was well known in our county. He helped the local sheriff out sometimes, rounding up any law breakers. What the old man said must have made Pop mad because he yanked the blanket off and grabbed him by the collar. Mark opened the door and Pop threw the old man out in the fresh snow. 

Getting a little ahead of myself.  

My family lived outside a very small Illinois town. It must have been about two miles to Dix, Illinois. There was a lot of trees; red oak, white oak, spruce, hemlock, some elm and cottonwood. Just let me tell you, it was a forest in 1861. It had some tall rolling hills and some of the prettiest valleys I ever saw. Our cabin Pop built was made from white oak trees with cut-in corners and set on flat rocks from out creek bottom. It had lumber sawed for the floor at a saw mill over in Dix. He’d built the fireplace in the middle of the cabin, angled on one side so you could up to the loft with no ladder. In that huge loft us boys slept around the chimney, which stayed warm all night.  

The first winter was real cold. Pop had to break ice fifteen feet down in our well using a big rock with a hole in the middle and tied to a rope. We spent the spring clearing the land for our farm, which had near twenty acres. (Now, that was what Pop said, but I had no idea how big an acre was.) Come spring time, Pop planted some corn, oats and potatoes. Maw wanted some strawberries so Pop just went out in the woods, found some wild plants and moved them.  

After our farm was planted, Pop helped our cousins, the Tolberts, clear their land. We boys helped. We cut down a lot of trees and dug around the stumps as deep as we could. We piled limbs around them and waited until the last of summer to set them on fire. It burned the stumps up that way. Sometimes they would burn a week or two. 

Sometimes in the fall we carried our furs to town. Pop had taught us how to run traps so we boys trapped and cleaned our beaver and otter skins. Pop said we could sell them or trade for staples like sugar, coffee, flour, salt and wool cloth for winter shirts. Maw always made them and there would be enough to get us through the winter. My oldest brother, Mark, would stay out all night sometimes hunting and trapping.  

Early one Saturday morning we left for town with our hides, Maw and Pop in the wagon seat and us boys in the back. While our folks visited in town, Pop told us we better not get in trouble with the law or he would tan our hides later at home. We always played with our cousins, the Tolberts, as some of them lived in Dix. The day passed faster than I wanted it to and Maw was ready to go. We all loaded up and headed home. I fell asleep on the way, but I remember them talking about a civil war between some states over slavery. I had no idea what they were talking about. I never saw a slave before. They were still talking as I fell asleep. 

I was going to ask Pop the next morning, but he was not there. Maw said he went to Springfield to talk to a friend of his named Carr. Later on I learned Carr was a captain in the Third Illinois I Company. Maw got a not delivered by one of our older cousins, Joe Tolbert,that Pop had joined up with Captain Carr. I never saw Pop again. Later on that year we learned that Joe and some of his friends had taken their horses and ran off to join up with Carr also. (I guess that’s a whole different story.) 

Mark kept on trapping and we got by but it was never enough. Us boys could eat more than a bunch of hogs. Now, that was just Maw talking. I doubt if we could. We did have hogs and chickens. Pop had traded for a milk cow, so we were never poor. But, we needed money for staples. It seemed like the cow and hogs ate up all the corn we could raise. Of course, we had a lot of it ground up for us as well.  

Mark kept on trapping. He must have been around eighteen by then. He came home one day talking about a railroad coming to Springfield. One of the Beacher boys in town told him a railroad man had said they were needing ties to lay track on, to be spiked down, and they would pay a dollar a tie delivered to the rail yard in Springfield. Us boys set out right then to Springfield to learn all we could about rail ties, how long they were, the shape and size and kind of wood they had to made out of. We never saw a rail tie before.  

So, from then on, we were in the tie business. It was a lot of hard work. I was only sixteen at the time. All three of us would go out to our creek and pick out a tree big around enough and tall enough, cut it down with a two-man saw, then cut it in the correct length for ties. Sometimes we could get as many as four ties out of one tree. We removed the bark and shaped it with our axes. It took a day to make four ties and another day to deliver them to the yard in Springfield. That lasted nearly two years. It was the only money we had coming in. We got by pretty well in those days, being only three of us boys and Maw. 
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