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THE Butter in the Well series is based on the life of Maja Kajsa Svensson Runeberg, who homesteaded my family’s farm in Saline County, Kansas, in 1868. In the first book, Butter in the Well, people realize Kajsa was a real person facing the challenges and dangers of homesteading on the wild prairie. She came alive and flourished-almost as a heroine; a Swedish immigrant that met the struggles of the land nurtured a family, established a farm and started a community.

The story of the family continues through Prärieblomman: The Prairie Blossoms for an Immigrant's Daughter, using Alma Eleanor Swenson, the third child of the family, as the main character. Even though the reader isn't reading Kajsa's direct thoughts, they see how she matures and changes along with her children, as they become adults and start their own families.

Egg Gravy, the third book, is an interlude, a build-up before the climax of the final tale of Kajsa. By pulling out quotes from the first two books and featuring recipes gleaned from the original homesteader's cookbooks and files, it helps the reader of the series understand the everyday domestic life of the pioneer woman.

Looking Back finishes my version of the personal, first-person account of Kajsa Runeberg. I have woven known facts—dates, pictures, family stories—then added personal feelings that must go through a person's mind as they sort through their belongings to move from the place they have lived for fifty-one years.

I based this book mainly on three documents I found: the purchase of the house in Salina that Peter and Kajsa moved into; the Swedish minutes of the Hallville Kvinnornas Missionsförening (Women’s  Missionary Society), stating Kajsa hosted the group at her home for the July 20th meeting; and the public notice in the Salina newspaper announcing the Runeberg farm sale on July 24th. Some of Kajsa’s belongings which are still in possession of me or family members were worked into the story. Photos taken by Mabel and neighbors gave graphic descriptions of the farm and community like it was in that time period. Memories of the people who lived or visited the house and farm since Kajsa left, helped mold the scenes.

In June, I walked the farm Kajsa homesteaded and drove around Liberty Township, retracing the steps Kajsa would have taken before she left the farm. During the last two weeks in July, I wrote most of this book—an eerie feeling, being seventy-five years to the week that these events in Kajsa's life happened.

Kajsa was one of the multitudes of immigrants that had to leave the life and land they knew and start over in another country. She must have had an ocean of emotions as she looked back on her childhood life in Sweden and her adult life on the land she staked in 1868. I wove my own feelings of leaving this farm with the sentiment Kajsa must have had at closing this chapter in her life.

We have all had to leave a place we loved at one point in time.
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JULY 20, 1919

A slightly stooped woman with white hair in a bun stands in the parlor doorway, making sure everything is ready for the women that will meet in her house this afternoon.

Everything is in place. All is quiet except for the ticking of the mantel clock.

A tear slowly wanders down her lined face as she looks back into the room once more.
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WITH ONE FOOT ON THE threshold, I pause in the doorway, hesitating to leave the parlor. As if drawn by a magnet, I tum back to face the room I was about to leave.

I survey the scene, mentally making sure everything is in order. Our fancy parlor chairs and plain dining room ones line the room in a circle, ready for company. The massive rocker is reserved for the speaker and is placed so the afternoon sun won't blind him through the south window.

Besides the wooden rocking chair, two rose-colored upholstered chairs, a matching love seat and a glider rocker grace the room. The small, dark wood parlor table with curved legs sits between the windows on the south wall. Covered with a large white crocheted doily, it holds the red glass kerosene lamp that lights the room in the evenings.

The upright piano in the southwest corner has the proper hymnal on its music rack for Julia to use for accompanying our group when we sing our hymn during the meeting. Various sheet music and books from several eras and tastes have graced the rack over time as the children and their friends used the piano for their entertainment. The dark green, gold-rimmed bowl, received as a present, is centered on top of the piano, while two of the conch shells Willie brought from California rest on both ends. Cream and gray cardboard frames with family studio photos are scattered among these items.

Ornate gold frames encasing three painted-on-glass landscape pictures adorn the main spaces on the walls. The mother-of-pearl of the glass makes the moon shimmer on my favorite picture of a castle beside a stone bridge. The other two are ocean scenes with the water glistening in the light. Family pictures fill smaller spaces. Diamond-shaped ruby glass frames of Julia and Mabel are on the west wall. Embroidered and needlepoint pillows and my sansevieria plant have found conspicuous places on the floor around the furniture.

The multi-floral area rug is clean of lint and farmyard gatherings. The furniture and dark wood baseboards gleam from their last-minute polishing. By evening though, a new film of dust from the dirt road just outside the room will change it back to its usual state. The outside parlor door is open, ready to invite my friends in. Three flies make a continuous search on the green-painted, wood­ trimmed screen door, trying to find a way into the house.

As I put my hand on the door frame, ready to leave the room a second time, I stare at each item again, as if looking for the first time, wondering about its' existence, the reason it is in this room.

When did we get that rocker? It's been a fixture in our house for years. How many children did I rock to sleep in it? Did we get it before Julia or Mabel was born?

How many years has that picture been hanging on the south wall? It doesn't seem to be as brilliant as I remember. When did it start to fade?

Which sister crocheted the table doily? I can't believe my memory has faded on such important mementos from a family member.

I do remember buying the parlor lamp. Many lamps have graced this room as it was transformed from a bedroom to the parlor over the years. It is hard to imagine that fifty years ago we were burning duck feathers in tallow to dimly light our cramped dugout.

The parlor is eerily quiet, except for the rhythmic tick-tock of the clock. The sun casts shadowed moving shapes across the area rug as the breeze moves the heavy white lace curtains that dip across the room's three windows. The heavy Victorian brocade wallpaper gives the room a sense of elegance, but I can see through the paper and remember building this simple wood-framed addition to our original one-room stone house.

Echoes of yesterday slowly erase the present and draw me into the past.

Pound! Pound! Pound!

Sometimes our hammers are in unison as Carl, and I pound the square-head nails into the lumber. Other times it is an off-beat echo. I push another strand of damp hair out of my eyes, as I taste my salty sweat that drips onto my lip. My rough, calloused hand automatically reaches into my apron pocket for another nail. We're both balancing on ladders, leaned high against the new two-story addition to our house. Nine-year-old Christina and six-year-old Willie hand up another piece of siding, while little Alfred and Alma play in the shade of the house. Carl positions his end of the long piece of siding and looks to me to do the same before we lift our hammers and pound again. We need each other to keep the other end balanced; not only with the siding but also in life.

It is finally soaking into my brain. This is the last day this room—this house—looks normal, lived in, everything clean and in its place.


Tomorrow we start the process of packing our possessions, to leave the house I've lived in for forty-nine years. Where have the years gone?

Turning back and stepping across the threshold into the dining room, I see in my mind's eye the rough sandstone walls of our first home, which is this dining room.

Oh, how I loved this first house. After two years of living underground in the dugout and scraping our meager income together from the toil and sweat of breaking the sod and raising a crop, it was a sheer delight to be living above ground. My prayers had been answered. Life was finally getting easier, and we were making progress. Most of the material for building the walls still came from the rock outcroppings in the area, but we bought windows, and lumber and shingles for the roof. Family and neighbors helped whenever they could, but Carl and I did most of the work. This single room was our whole house for several years until we could afford to build more rooms. Our whole family and everything we owned, fit into this sixteen by sixteen-foot space.

I was so excited to finally have braided rag rugs on the plank floor instead of buffalo hides that covered the dugout's earthen floor. It seemed almost strange to have a dry surface instead of the muddy floor we'd have during a rain or a wet season where the water table would seep up through the ground. Snakes, toads, and earthworms didn't have to be swept out daily from the corners or under the bed.

Red gingham curtains framing real windows delighted me for years and still put a smile on my face. I was so proud when I finally had the money to buy that material.

A crude hand-hewn table with side benches crowded the south end of the room. It was the center of attention. Besides being used to serve our meals, it was the workspace for everything from making bread to repairing harnesses. The only glass lantern we owned, revered, and took great care of, shined in the middle of the table so the children could study their school and church lessons at night after they did their chores. Many important discussions and decisions in our lives were made while sitting at that table.



Our mainstay on the west wall, the wood stove fueled by cow chips and corn cobs, kept us and the occasional company warm.

Whether it was dirt-poor immigrants like us passing through on a cold fall night, or leery Indians needing to get out of a winter blizzard, all were welcome because it was the law of the land. Besides, we were alone on the desolate prairie, and we hungered to talk to someone that had news from the outside world.

Meals first fixed over a campfire, and later this stove, varied with the time of year and what was available. Our first food was only what we could find on the land. There was no grocery store within sixteen miles; besides, we had no money to purchase such sup­ plies. Small game, like rabbits, quail, and possums were bountiful, as were catfish, turtles and frogs from the river. Carl tried to trap or snare food to save bullets. Deer and buffalo were only hunted during fall and winter when the meat could be preserved in the cold weather. We survived, but we hungered for fruits and vegetables which were non-existent except for a few plums and wild grapes during a brief time in the summer. Milk and coffee were beyond our means without money to purchase a cow or coffee beans.

As we broke the sod and planted the field crops and gardens, the next barrier was money to buy crocks and jars to store the produce in. The first few years everything had to be eaten fresh, dried and stored in simple cloth sacks (that occasionally were also filled with beetles eating our food) or buried in a grass-lined pit in the ground below the frost line.

As we were able to harvest our crops and have grain to trade, we accumulated various containers until we had hundreds in the cellar. We were still dependent on the land to provide us with something to fill the jars though. Some fall the cellar was brimming with a bountiful summer's harvest. Other years, like 1874, when the grasshopper and drought hit Kansas and wiped out our entire farm, I scrounged to make do with what little we had.

There was no luxury of a private bedroom area in this first room. Our simple wooden-frame bed with a feather ticking mattress protruded out of the east wall. The children slept on a trundle bed that was pulled out at night and pushed underneath our bed during the day. For naps during the day, they slept in our bed, so we didn't trip over their bed.

Bedding consisted of a variety of animal hides we had tanned from animals we used for food, and quilts made from every scrap of material I could save. The luxury of white sheets was not even considered a remote possibility during our first years.

Simple shelves and pegs held all the limited clothing and bedding we owned. A dress or two for everyday use, be it working inside the house or outside behind the plow, was all I owned except for one good dress I religiously saved for church and special occasions. Our clothes were worn almost past the threadbare stage before we would dip into our meager savings to buy material for new clothing. Even then I used what I could salvage from the folds of my dress skirt to fashion the children's clothing. Socks and winter garments were knitted, not bought. We went barefoot during the summer to save our shoe leather for winter.

Crude steps resembling a ladder led up the wall to the unfinished loft which was our only extra space for dry storage. A small window on the west end provided a little light. The trunk we brought from Sweden, and a few other boxes of items straddled the ceiling joists. We didn’t go to the extra expense of flooring the room except for a narrow strip from the ladder to the window at the opposite end. Since it wasn’t insulated, it was very hot during the summer and very cold during the winter. Occasionally we did have a guest who would sleep upstairs, but it certainly wasn’t comfortable sleeping.

Right now, I'd almost like to reverse the clock and go back to that little space in our one-room house when our children were young.

Now the stone walls are plastered and papered, concealing their humble beginnings. Stylish curtains replaced the homespun gingham ones. A smaller heating stove doesn't take up as much space as the big cook stove that was moved to the kitchen. The old table is now stored in the granary and used for outdoor jobs like butchering.

I survey a different table today, covered with a snowy white linen cloth and laden with refreshments for this afternoon’s meeting.

In the center of the table is a simple, perfect-looking iced cake on a glass stand. As a rough estimate, I've cracked thousands of eggs for this eleven-egg angel food recipe. When I first started cooking, I had many failures until I learned to start with a cool oven when baking an angel food cake. Through years of practice, it is now almost automatic, and they come out of the oven without a crack or burnt sides.

Warmed by the afternoon sunbeams streaming onto the table from the west window, the mellow aroma of fresh peach slices swimming in the clear glass bowl of sugar syrup pricks my taste buds. The peaches were recently picked from our orchard and have been awaiting their fate in the cool cellar below this room.

A plate of delicate Swedish smörbalekser and butter-rich spritz round out the food selection on the serving table. I want nothing but the best for my guests today.

Plates, cups and silverware form bumps under the flour sack tea towels that cover them to keep the dust and flies off. With a twinge, I remember wanting a set of dishes years ago, but we had no money to afford more than the bare necessities for our family, let alone extras like a set of china plates. But one year for Christmas I was surprised by the gift of a few plates, and the set was slowly built after that. Whenever we've had company, my good china plates have welcomed our guests with pride.
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