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Foreword


When I was growing up in rural North Carolina during the 1970s and ’80s, I customarily met veterans from both World War II and Korea. Many veterans were reluctant to discuss their war experiences. I considered myself lucky when they felt comfortable enough to talk about it. I learned to be patient, especially with an uncle who was a decorated World War II veteran who served with the U.S. 1st Armored Division in both the African and Italian Campaigns. He survived the Battle of Anzio but was severely injured during a fight against German Tiger tanks. He drove a tank that was destroyed by a Mark VI Tiger. He was knocked unconscious but awakened to the sight of all his combat crew members dead and body parts scattered everywhere. The war affected him all his life, and sadly, I helped bury him in western North Carolina, Christmas of 2018. One of my cousins served in the Navy as a sailor aboard the USS Pennsylvania during the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Thankfully, he managed to document his story with a video interview following a family reunion. Most of the stories I heard from veterans centered upon theaters of action, weapons, and the units they served under. Early in my career, I became a veteran after volunteering for the U.S. Army during the 1980s. While serving as a U.S. Army field artillery surveyor, I witnessed the Cold War and the Soviet Union’s attempt to force communism upon Western Europe. I walked some of the battlefields of both world wars and became a scholar of U.S. military history. It didn’t take long to understand that freedom is never cheap. Plus I knew that the veterans of World War II were exceptional and deserved special examination.


Based on my military experience, several years of historic reenacting, and collegiate work in public history, I developed a unique perspective on military historiography. I felt tasked to write a book that could be used by students and novice historians to better define and understand the soldiers of the Greatest Generation. Central questions I wanted to answer included: What made the American soldier of World War II one of the most resourceful and productive soldiers in world history? Furthermore, how can I memorialize veterans who lived during the worldwide depression? The U.S. military was underfunded, lacked resources, and was vastly undermanned. So how, when given the task to defend freedom, did some of these veterans choose service before finishing high school? The forces that aligned against them in 1941 were dark and overwhelming.


I hope the readers of Harold Frank’s story understand that a weapon is no better than the soldier whom it equips. Contrast that with the survivability of a combat veteran. Survivability was due to a combination of military training, childhood upbringing, environmental factors, and faith in God. Adaptability to change, whether environmental or physical, is difficult to train in most military recruits. Living through the Great Depression produced a generation of Americans used to rugged conditions at home. They had to find adaptive and innovative ways to survive in an environment filled with unemployment, low wages, consumer debt, agricultural struggles due to drought, dropping food prices, and banks unable to liquidate loans. In spite of these hard times it became necessary to prepare for America’s entry into World War II. Volunteers were recruited to join our military. We also needed a workforce capable of producing munitions, armaments, and other supplies. Factories and industrial resources in shipbuilding, aircraft, cars, and tanks contributed substantially to the war effort. So did the Americans who built them. Overall, American ingenuity burst forth from the generation of people who lived in the Great Depression. This diversity and what it meant to step up in our country’s time of need was embedded in our veterans of World War II. The world recognized such soldiers as a type: the American combat soldier.


Presenting the story of Harold Frank became a real challenge requiring a more expansive approach to historiography. Years of university studies, research, and work in public history were beneficial for investigating military experience in a way that I call “ground truthing.” In other words, will the reader be equipped to understand the struggle a veteran endures in combat? Also, Harold Frank’s story draws an additional element of what it was like to be a POW in Nazi Germany. The treatment of U.S. POWs by both German and Japanese forces is well documented. Atrocities were numerous, with starvation and executions a stark commonalty. While interviewing Harold Frank in the discovery phase, all battles, weapons, and units were investigated through sources ranging from Normandy, France; Fort Bragg, North Carolina; the National Museum of the Mighty Eighth Air Force, Savannah, Georgia; the National D-Day Museum (now the National WWII Museum) in New Orleans; and various secondary written sources. The process clearly revealed that the survival of Harold Frank bordered more on miraculous than just extraordinary circumstances. Case in point was the collision course that Allied soldiers faced after D-Day on the Cotentin Peninsula of France.


The Cotentin Peninsula and its important port at Cherbourg became a matter of importance to hold at all costs for both German and Allied forces. The 357th Infantry was given the audacious task of blocking movements of the German Army either retreating from or attempting to reinforce Cherbourg. The result was an intense struggle in daily combat without reprieve for several months, ending in the battles of Gourbesville, Hill 122, Beaucoudray, and Saint-Lô. The regiment suffered horrendous losses and multiple companies were virtually destroyed. Harold Frank served in the U.S. 2nd Battalion, Company G of the 357th Infantry which landed on Utah Beach, June 8, 1944 (D-Day+2). His battalion met heavy resistance as they attempted to relieve isolated pockets of the 101st and 82nd Airborne units operating in and around the Merderet River Bridge. A month later Harold Frank, being the last experienced BAR rifleman in the 357th, led a night patrol to find two lost U.S. infantry companies. Simultaneously the 15th German Parachute Regiment launched a massive counterattack catching the exposed patrol. Although wounded, Harold Frank and four others fought for nine hours and diverted enough attention to blunt the German offensive. Harold Frank survived but was captured. He endured and survived a ten-month POW experience that many of his compatriots succumbed to.


The location of the POW work camp was adjacent to Dresden, which placed Harold Frank on another collision course with a thousand-plane firebombing of that city that commenced in the predawn hours of February 13, 1945, followed by two more air attacks on April 17, 1945. The survivors joined tens of thousands of civilians and other POWs forced to flee from Russian military advancements along the Eastern Front moving towards Berlin. We all can learn from these moments in history. Harold Frank was lucky that his survival skills started developing as a young child. The U.S. Army trained him for many challenging situations but so did his family and the Great Depression.


The Great Depression taught him to respond to circumstances in several ways. “Waste not, want not” was the unwritten code for Frank, his family, and many other families across America during this time. Enduring hardships, an intense work ethic, family support, and the love of God shaped him to be a combat soldier and the man he is today. His survival can be attributed to all of these elements. The secret to his and other veterans’ survivals in World War II was largely the product of what has been called “The Greatest Generation.” It is this generation that bore witness to the effects of the Great Depression and, after World War II’s end, America’s own rise to become a victorious superpower.


The Great Depression came to an end when America entered World War II to fight with Allied forces against Germany, Italy, and Japan in 1941. This entry required about sixteen million young recruits to serve. Thus, America’s war effort created the increased need for production and full employment which ended the Depression. Relatives and friends also contributed their own thoughts and struggles to the occasional dialog about the Great Depression. It’s my impression that many authors of World War II history leave out the impact of the Depression from military historiography. Therefore, the first five chapters of this account are dedicated to Depression-era life, which is necessary to understand life then and today.


When I teach university students and talk to young people in the community about life during the Depression, I’ve found that they have a lack of knowledge on the subject. So obviously I feel the need to teach and preserve some of the thoughts and observations of Americans living during the Depression and especially those of the combat soldiers from the Greatest Generation. Inadvertently lost or lacking in military historiography are the life and hardships that shaped not just Harold Frank but countless soldiers of this time.


The United States since the Great Depression and World War II has done well despite many struggles economically and the forthcoming “Cold War” on communism that lasted over four decades. Today the U.S. military is dependent upon volunteers trained to defend against any potential two-front war. Less than 2 percent of American families are directly involved in the U.S. military despite being in a war against “radical Islamic terrorists” since 2001. Perhaps that is why current conflicts in foreign nations seem to generate so little concern in students whom I teach and talk with during the school year.


Comically, terms common to the Depression are now foreign to the current generation. For instance, cooking with “lard” or making “lye soap” are as alien as both the “outhouse” and the “smokehouse.” Imagine attempting to explain the operations needed to keep up a “wood cookstove” and keep butter and milk fresh in either a “springhouse” or “icebox?” The few Depression alumni I still know are well into their 90s. They will smile when people today become concerned about severe weather and ask, “What will we do if the power goes out for several days?” These alumni may point to an antique kerosene, a candle lantern, or a woodstove and say, “That’s all the power you need.”


Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, America reacted in a determination best illustrated by the quote of Japanese Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto who feared that a “sleeping giant” had just been awakened. Moreover, the reader of the Harold Frank’s story will end up with not just a history of warfare during World War II, but a clear understanding of the resourcefulness, determination and faith packaged into men accustomed to hardship before being called into action. Nearly four years after Pearl Harbor, and against incredible odds, the Axis powers were destroyed, and America emerged as the champion of freedom and liberty. America did awaken quickly to build an industrial complex from scrap, which in four years rose from nothing to defeat two superpowers while utilizing young soldiers with minimal education.


The major challenge I had was documenting Harold Frank’s combat experience. I knew discussing combat can be difficult for veterans. Under the constraints of patience and appropriateness, it became obvious when to end the conversation. Harold refused to tell his wife Reba about the war, although sometimes he brought up events that sparked lots of emotion. Thus, after sixty years of marriage, Harold had successfully shut down memories of combat horror. On several occasions when conversation triggered a lost memory, Harold would sadly say, “I’ll have nightmares of this tonight.” How the horror of fighting during World War II compared to other conflicts is better understood through the explanation of a close friend and combat veteran, Command Sergeant Major Clinton Murray of the 82nd Airborne Division. He described veterans like Harold as, “Soldiers that lived, slept, and fought from a small, two-man foxhole. That meager circumstance continued for many months and years. They seldom had a chance to shower or recover in a barracks environment. Every day was a challenge. [During World War II] the war with weather was horrendous; below zero temperatures, intense snow, heavy rain or heat all required environmental adaptation and had to be defeated. The soldiers that landed in Normandy could be traced across Europe foxhole to foxhole. That by itself is incredible.” That leads me to the main problem of documenting the day-to-day story of a veteran who had blocked off much of his memory.


In 1973 a fire broke out in a warehouse holding National World War II records. Sadly, many of the Normandy records went up with the smoke. After his wife’s death, Harold reluctantly gave in to a request to tell some of his story to Mike Barnhardt, who is the editor for the Davie County Enterprise Record newspaper. The stories by this time were quite scattered and dates unsure. I came on the scene a few months later, and I determined to put back the pieces. Harold knew and explained that he came in on Utah Beach but wasn’t with the first wave. In a solemn tone he explained that he was a replacement for someone with a similar BAR rifle who lost his life. Harold had a small paperback history book of the 357th Infantry which stated that some of the combat soldiers came in late on June 6, 1944, but the bulk of the unit entered combat on June 10, 1944, outside of Sainte Mère Église and toward Gourbesville. Harold’s official Army paperwork listed the date of his Combat Infantry Badge, or CIB, as June 10, 1944. He guessed he must have arrived during that time span. There is a replacement list calling out Harold and his BAR assistant gunner Paul Esworthy which documents the two in Gourbesville on June 15, 1944. Added to this was his conviction that he had slept two nights near Utah beach before he entered combat. Thanks to Sylvain Kast, a World War II military historian and tour guide in Normandy, Harold was able to piece the story together and finally have closure.


It’s difficult for civilians and most family members of loved ones who served to comprehend the extent to which a combat veteran will endeavor to erase the horrors of war. As a veteran myself, I am very cautious and guarded in how I help them recall their war stories. Veterans understand this, and I would caution anyone trying to pry into “Dad’s combat story.” James Deal from Faith, North Carolina, was a close friend of Harold Frank and a fellow World War II combat veteran who fought with the 737th Tank Battalion of the 35th Infantry Division under General Patton. While sitting next to Harold, Deal once told me, “I never knew the town I fought through, or village, or road, or day and date! I didn’t care to know, or ever remember. I just wanted to protect my tank and men. Most of all, I wanted to come home and see my family. Historians can write and tell me everything, but they don’t know everything, and never will. Combat is confusing and difficult to describe. Just depending upon a paper written by someone afterwards does nothing, because they weren’t there and definitely not with us.”


Harold Frank’s story has already impacted many. I spoke about Harold Frank in the fall of 2017 near Lexington, North Carolina, to a large group of veterans who had gathered at the NASCAR race shop of Richard Childress, the owner of Richard Childress Racing. In addition, I showed a short documentary I had completed earlier that summer. Harold Frank was an inspiration to those veterans and to Richard Childress, who had become a good friend to Harold Frank. Upon hearing of this book, Childress wanted to add these words:




Harold Frank is an American Hero and an icon in our community. I’ve known him for many years and have admired him for his commitment to our local veterans and his willingness to share his story as a POW. Harold came to speak to my employees at Richard Childress Racing in 2015 at our annual kickoff lunch and we all left feeling stronger, more hopeful and most of all, more appreciative of our veterans. Harold represents the millions of servicemen and women that have served admirably, did what they were told, and didn’t seek recognition for it. He truly does come from the “greatest generation.” His story of resiliency while a POW is something that we should all hear and learn from.


What I admire most about Harold is his love for his neighbors and fellow veterans. He’s always willing to lend an ear and is very active with local veteran events. Harold is a frequent visitor of our monthly “Veterans Coffee” event at Richard Childress Racing the first Wednesday of every month. He rarely misses the Veterans Coffee and always has a warm smile and a willingness to fellowship.


I’m honored to know Harold Frank and feel indebted to him for his service and sacrifice to our great nation during World War II.





I hope you enjoy the Harold Frank Story. Most of all, remember all those who fought to give the hope of freedom and liberty.


—Mark Hager










CHAPTER 1 The Construction of a Man



On a cold Monday morning in March of 1929 at 4:00, Harold Frank, just five years old, was awakened. Edward walked to Harold’s bed and gently shook Harold’s shoulder.


“Son, get up, let’s get started.”


“Okay, Daddy,” Harold said.


Harold rose from his straw tick bed made from last year’s thrashed-wheat straw tightly packed through an opening along the center of a heavy denim cloth. He slipped out from underneath three homemade quilts made from feed sacks and old clothing. Only the face of the quilt showed designed squares. Harold dressed in a blue, long-sleeved shirt and bib overalls before donning his “hand-me-down jacket” that came from his older cousin Homer Penniger. He quickly grabbed his slingshot, which he always carried for hunting small game. Harold’s seven-year-old sister Naomi was in grade school, and he could hear her already in the kitchen helping their mother Annie prepare breakfast from the wood cookstove. Annie grabbed wood from the woodbox next to the stove. Then she placed it in the stove and lit the wood with a pine knot and matches. The stove was heated and ready after thirty minutes. While it was heating, Annie went to the smokehouse to cut ham and gather eggs from the chicken house—a mere one hundred feet from the smokehouse. Each meal required one and a half hours to cook, with dinner demanding the most time. Harold was born on September 30, 1924. Although two years younger than Naomi, he was expected to learn farm life quickly. By ten years of age, Naomi knew how to cook biscuits and gravy, dress a chicken, keep up the house, wash clothes on a washboard, and out pick Harold in the cotton field. It wasn’t a contest or a forced-labor program. It was the Great Depression, and the survival of the Frank family was dependent upon each family member’s contribution. There was no time for the weary of heart, much less self-pity, and there was definitely no room for complaining.
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Naomi Frank with her first child, late 1940s





Annie, standing in the kitchen, said, “Son, eat a good meal ’cause you won’t be getting much for supper.” The farm provided a substantive life for the family and in this case, the work needs demanded an increase in caloric intake. To Harold, the smell of fried eggs, ham, biscuits, and red-eye gravy was a delight. They had milk fresh from the farm to drink, and it was kept cool in the icebox sitting on the back porch. A hundred-pound half block of ice delivered weekly by truck kept the milk, butter, cream, and some meat cool.


In a few minutes, they had eaten, and Edward looked at Harold and said, “Let’s go son. Let’s get the horse teams together.” They went to the barn and let the Frank family’s three thoroughbred horses and a mule feed on corn, oats, and hay provided by the Frank farm. Edward owned only one of the thoroughbred horses. His was named Zeb. Uncle Grady owned the mule named Henry, and Uncle Paul owned the other two thoroughbreds, whose names were Nellie and Gray. A few minutes later they pulled each horse one at a time from his stall.


Edward placed the bridle on first, beginning by putting the bit in the mouth before pulling the bridle over the ears and fastening it to the throatlatch holding the bridle. Edward put the collar around the neck. The hames fastened to the collar, which then fed the coupling harness back to the wagon and then connected the harness to the doubletree. The five-foot-wide doubletree had a ring on both ends and was connected to the tongue of the wagon. Each line of the collar was then connected to each horse. Harold held the check line tightly while Edward finished connecting the teams to the wagon.


By 5:00 a.m. all connections were made, so Edward and Harold jumped on the lead wagon. The lead horse team was pulled by Zeb and Henry, and the second team was pulled by Nellie and Gray, who were tied to the back of the lead team’s wagon. Edward’s eldest brother, Uncle Grady, was already at the timber mill site milling timber. Edward was impressed with Harold, who was only five years old, and said, “You think you can handle the horse teams alone by the time you’re eight?”


“Yes, sir!” Harold replied.


The sawmill the two brothers operated consisted of a circle saw powered by a 10–20 McCormick-Deering tractor, which had been purchased by the Frank family before the Depression. The motor was powered via a hand crank fueled by kerosene. The rough timber, once milled, would then be loaded into each wagon, with the lead team’s wagon being filled with milled lumber first before the second team was brought up and loaded.


The two men and Harold made two loads per day and then returned to complete unfinished chores on the farm. Harold helped by bringing in fresh water from Grandpa Billy’s well near where the timber was cut. He also took lunch (consisting of ham sandwiches that Harold’s mom had prepared before they left) to the men. Harold also brought up each of the horse teams close to the mill site, and Edward and Uncle Grady loaded the milled lumber.


On Tuesday, April 9, Edward and Harold left earlier than usual in a push to possibly make three loads in a day. The wagon teams approached Grandpa Billy’s house, and as they passed, Edward suddenly stopped the horse team, pointed to the smokehouse, and gave the reins to Harold while yelling, “Son, here hold the team. The smokehouse door is open.” Edward looked at Grandpa Billy’s house and said to Harold, “I don’t see a light on in the house. Stay here and hold the teams.”


Edward quietly pulled out his 12-gauge shot gun and walked up the steps to the house. He knocked on the door and awakened Grandpa. Edward and Grandpa Billy, armed with shotguns, walked to the smokehouse. Edward entered and after a few seconds reported, “Someone has stolen three sacks of cured meat.”


The two men spread out and checked the other structures, circling the horse teams then signaling to each other that all was secure as they walked back. As the two men returned to the teams, Harold overheard Grandpa Billy state, “If I’d a caught them I’d would’ve shot them. This is all the meat I have. Three hooks is half a hog!”


“Well,” said Edward, “whoever it was either came last evening when they knew you were asleep or we just stopped them from taking all the meat.”


Harold looked up at Grandpa Billy and asked, “Grandpa would you of shot him in the legs to keep from killing him?”


Grandpa Billy responded in anger and replied, “If he was walking on his hands!” And pointing at the smokehouse he said, “That’s all the meat I have, and it took a lot of work to get that.”


The culprits were long gone. Edward took control of the teams and looked at Grandpa Billy and then back at Harold before he said, “We’ve got work to do and Grady will be waiting.” Thus began another full day at the mill site.


By May, the milled timber needed to construct the two houses had made it home. A neighbor had a planer to dress and finish the lumber before framing the house. After the wood had been milled, dressed, and unloaded at the new home locations, the old homes were rolled back from their foundations. Using house jacks and spare timber from a local mill in Linwood, North Carolina, the old homes were removed from their foundations. Edward’s resourcefulness caught Harold’s attention as he was trying to understand how they would move the homes. The timber came from a veneer plant that had some old rollers, each about eight feet long, which were made from cores of popular trees and used to create the veneer. When each log was cut to the very core—that is, down to about six inches in diameter—they were discarded. Edward and Uncle Grady picked up a wagon load of thirty-six rollers. Together with the jacks, each of the homes was lifted carefully and moved from each foundation to about one hundred fifty feet away.


The new houses were then constructed, with Uncle Grady’s house completed first in the summer of 1930, followed by Edward’s house in the summer of 1931. Neither house was insulated or equipped with indoor plumbing. The heat was supplied by two fireplaces: one in the front room and the other in the living room, with a flue for the wood cookstove in the kitchen. Edward’s house had six rooms, two halls, and a porch that wrapped around the house. The effort Edward and Uncle Grady put in each day to cut the timber, mill it, and build their homes left a lifelong impression upon Harold of their hard work and attention to detail.
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Children of Grandpa Bill Frank—Edward, Annias, Dela, Grady, Iris, Grace, Bessie, Mary, and Paul





The new homes featured a slightly larger kitchen that made the weekly Saturday bath easier. Using the water reservoir on the wood cookstove, the water was heated, usually in conjunction with Saturday dinner. When dinner was over and the kitchen cleared, a washtub hanging in the nearby shed was brought in. The kitchen doors were closed, and the shade was pulled down over the window. Then, the heated water was poured into the wash tub set. Each family member took turns taking a bath, getting dressed, removing the bath water, dumping it out, and then replacing it with fresh warm water from the cookstove reservoir. After bathing was completed, the tub was removed, washed out, and hung to dry on the back fence to await use a week later.
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Frank home built by Edward and Harold





In the early summer of 1931, Harold went hunting with his slingshot whenever he had spare time. While walking in the yard, Harold heard his Grandpa Billy yell, “Boy, bring me a brick to lay my head on.” Grandpa Billy would visit, and on a sunny day he sat under the shade of a sugar maple tree between the two new homes.


Harold saw him under the sugar maple and said, “Let me go and get you a pillow.”


“No! I don’t want a pillow. I want a brick,” Grandpa Billy replied.


Harold saw Annie and exclaimed, “Grandpa wants a brick. Shouldn’t I bring a pillow?”


Annie laughed and said, “He wants a brick, so get him one.”


Harold found a brick in the leftover brick pile from the house construction and took it to him. After a minute, Grandpa Billy was sound asleep. Such was a glimpse of daily life during the Depression.










CHAPTER 2 “Save Everything but the Squeal”



Each morning on the Frank farm, Harold would wake and gather the slop jar or chamber pot—which was the size of a ten-quart bucket with a porcelain lid. He would take it to the outhouse situated two hundred feet between the house and the horse barn. There he emptied the waste and washed out the slop jar near the horse trough. Harold’s next chores were to milk two cows and haul back fresh water from the well, which was situated off the right corner of the house. He drew the water from a windlass that held the small bucket and pulley. He poured this smaller bucket into a ten-quart water bucket. Harold had to bring in three water buckets to provide the day’s water needs. Afterwards Harold had to fill up the wood cookstove box and water reservoir. During the fall, Harold and his little brother Archie would cut popular and pine planks roughly one foot long and stack them for the spring. In March and April after the wood was seasoned, they split it into kindling one and a half inches wide and a foot long for Annie to use in the stove. Little did Harold know that this activity would one day serve him well as a soldier in World War II. After she finished cooking, Annie dumped the ashes, and Harold would fill the kindling box back up to be ready for dinner and supper cooking. After school Harold refilled any wood, then milked the cows in the evening. He brought back the slop jar and placed it under the bed.


The Frank family was schooled in all aspects of farming, cutting timber, and operating a sawmill. The churning for butter and cream was a weekly chore directed by Annie. When Harold turned eight, he graduated from hoeing the crops to running the three-foot cultivator pulled by Zeb. He plowed all day with a one-and-a-half-hour rest for dinner when Annie would signal the noon time meal was ready by ringing the outside bell. Harold watered the horse and sometimes drank from the same horse trough. Then he put Zeb in the stable to feed on Lespedeza, a common grain raised on the farm for feed and also primarily as a source of cover and food for quail. It was stored for the horses away from the feed box. Afterwards, Harold washed the sweat and grime of the fields away and came in for the big meal of the day, dinner.


After eating, Harold and Naomi helped Annie clear the table, and Edward would nap for the final thirty minutes of the midday rest, giving both man and horse a break during the heat of the day. Plowing resumed and lasted till evening. Before resting, the men had to unhook the horse teams, place more feed, and clean up. The main income of the Frank family was a cash crop of sweet potatoes and cotton. Standard crops such as corn and a variety of beans were grown and canned for the winter. Cabbage was cultivated and turned into kraut. Grains including wheat, oats, and barley were grown and put through the thrasher to make straw. The straw was blown out and stacked with a hay fork. It supplied the bedding for the family. No complaining was tolerated, and there was little time to even contemplate slacking off because day-to-day survival was dependent on the cooperation of the entire family. The food needs for the family and the farm were immense and required hunting for birds and other small game.


Harold remembered his mom Annie as a tough woman who was no stranger to hard work. One day in the fall of 1927—an important season for corn harvesting—everyone was pulling ears of corn when Annie went into labor. She yelled for Edward around noon exclaiming, “My water has broken!”


Edward called out, “Naomi run to the house! Harold, get Doc!”


Then Edward lifted Annie in his arms and carried her into the house. Archie was born an hour later at 1:00 p.m., a full nine pounds and four ounces. Harold arrived with the doctor minutes before the birth, and both mother and son were healthy.


Edward walked out of the bedroom with the doctor and stopped. He looked at Harold and said, “God is great, isn’t he?” Then, with a sigh, he said, “The corn is waiting. Let’s get it all pulled. Naomi, stay here with your mom and meet your new baby brother.”


The daily requirements on the farm prohibited any concept of maternity leave or well checkups. Everyone understood the importance of balancing workloads to meet the hunger needs of the family and livestock and gain capital for barter and trade. In other words, there was no rest for the weary and no excuse not to work. After all, work ensured survival.


The work needs on the farm affected school attendance. School began after Labor Day, and all grade levels were dismissed at noon to go home and work in the fields. The Depression eliminated schools’ providing lunch, leaving the family as the source of nutrition. Schools stopped most non-essential activities and concentrated on the essential courses of reading, writing, and arithmetic. After a half day in school, Harold and his classmates harvested cornfields, shucked corn, and placed new seed in the corn crib. In addition, the sweet potatoes had to be turned up and gathered for the winter. The Frank family took particular care of sweet potatoes, which they used as a cash crop, keeping the best for sale.


After the two new houses were built in 1931, Edward used sawdust to insulate the older homes. For a small fee, he let neighbors use them to store their potatoes. He got the idea to use sawdust as insulation after learning that iceboxes were also insulated with sawdust that was placed between the thin galvanized metal and the outer frame. Using leftover framing, Edward lined a room in the old house using sawdust as the insulation and converted shelves into bins to hold the potatoes. The idea worked so well that some of the neighbors paid four dollars for each bin and stored their produce in Edward’s insulated rooms, which was the goal Edward had in mind. During September and early October, Harold worked from noon until dark in the fields and returned home for supper. School resumed normal hours in October after the fall harvest.
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Cabin insulated with sawdust to store potatoes





If Edward required mechanical help, he relied upon Uncle Pharris (Robert Pharris Wood), who was Annie’s brother and was also known as “RP.” RP worked as a loom mechanic in a textile mill. During the 1930s the sparse textile mills in the area only opened for a few hours per week, but Pharris had developed a reputation as one of the best mechanics around and was promoted to the textile position of master fixer. RP’s mechanical expertise was on display before the Great Depression when the Frank family got its first car—a Ford Model T. Uncle Pharris would often come over, first learning and then teaching the mechanical work to keep up the Ford. Harold always tried to accompany Pharris and learn anything mechanical. Sadly, for most of Harold’s childhood and early teenage years there was little time to play, much less develop a social life.


The farm came first, and one of the most anticipated seasonal activities was hog-killing season, which was closely tied to the settlement patterns of the state. North Carolina had been settled by the English in the Coastal Plain, but the Piedmont, or old Backcountry and Mountains, were primarily Scotch-Irish and Palatinate Germans. Most were subsistence farmers and were poor to low middle class. The primary meat of the state was pork. Hogs were the perfect meat source due to their high reproduction rates and moderate upkeep. One hog yielded several hundred pounds of meat and kept families such as the Franks fed. Hog preparation, and, most importantly, barbecue, were common to all Tar Heel residents, and the cultural variations in barbecue are still a subject of pride and competition. However, much of the secret to the legendary pulled-pork and chopped barbecue in North Carolina is linked to the wood preference used in the smokehouse, as well as to the salt and red and black pepper used to season the hog quarters hanging in each smokehouse. The English settlements in the Coastal Plain kept a strict formula of regular vinegar and red and black pepper, but the Scotch-Irish and Germans of the Piedmont experimented with apple cider vinegar as well as tomatoes while maintaining the Eastern blend of red and black pepper. Interestingly, the regional differences produced are still argued about to this day. Edward, true to his cultural background, used apple cider vinegar to create the brine for the hog meat. Edward regimented all farm work into proper management, pushing resources to the limit. In animal husbandry, hog meat was his central concern.


The Franks slaughtered three large hogs per year and took care to save every part of the meat. The hogs were fed a mixture of grain and shelled corn but not the cobs because Edward stated, “There is no nutritional value in the cob.” Most of the cobs were placed next to the outhouse for toiletry use along with the unused Sears catalogs. The family was instructed to keep some of the shelled corn separated and placed into one of the old houses. It was added to oats and barley and combined with some fish meal into a five-gallon slop bucket. This slop was mixed with table scraps and stirred together using an oak paddle. The hogs were fed this mix after supper each day. After the hogs were fattened up, Edward waited till the weather cooled and then the hog-killing season commenced.


In late November when the temperatures cooled to the point of the occasional hard frost, Edward sprang into action. Hog-killing preparation began. He sharpened four butcher knives and, with Harold’s aid, brought out an eight-foot-long, three-foot-wide oak table and placed it near the smokehouse and beside the hog-scalding vat. He inspected and cleaned the empty meat hooks hanging in the smoke house. Everyone went to bed to get rest and, before daybreak, while it was cold, the hog killing started. Edward and Harold would be joined after breakfast by Uncles Pharris and Grady. In return for their help, Edward and Harold would assist Pharris and Grady’s own hog slaughtering, continuing into late November and early December.


After breakfast the four walked to the hog pen where Edward, armed with the Remington single-shot .22 rifle, opened the pen to let the hogs come out. Edward looked at everyone and said, “Save everything but the squeal, and I’ll shoot the hog so he doesn’t squeal.” The hogs were too large to run off as each one weighed five hundred pounds, so Edward walked up to the first and shot near head level with the barrel in the center of the hog’s head just above the eyes. The hog fell over and Uncle Pharris stuck it with the sharpened butcher knife below the throat and cut to the heart before pulling the knife out and turning the hog to let the animal bleed out. While the blood was draining, the four went to the next hog and did the same until all three hogs were killed. Edward brought out the hog-scalding vat, a container large enough to hold each five-hundred-pound animal. A fire was built under the vat and water was poured into the vat until it was about halfway full. The water was heated to 150 degrees as measured by a thermometer. Over the years, Harold had learned that barely running a finger across the water three times before being burned also indicated that the water was 150 degrees. A hook was placed through the hog’s jaw. The hook was connected by rope to a block and tackle. Usually Zeb was tasked with pulling the hog up and lowering it onto a utility trailer which was pulled to the hog vat. The men then slid each hog from the trailer into the hog vat using a chain, which gently lowered the hog into the vat. After a few minutes in the water, the hog was removed, the timing depending on when its hair began to come off. They placed the hog on oak boards level with the vat and picked and scraped away the remaining hair. After all the hair was removed, the rear legs of the hog were attached to hooks on a single tree and raised, with the hog’s head hanging down. The men then gutted the hog, removing its internal organs.


Edward used an ax to cut down each side of the backbone. Cutting out the tenderloin, he removed the ribs with a small ax. Starting at the base of the back, the head was cut off and carefully butchered. The side meat (midlands) of the hog was cut off to use for bacon. Afterwards, the hams and shoulders were removed. The backbone was laid on the table and chopped apart by ax, and the meat was removed from the bones. The two hams, the two shoulders and the two midlands were laid on the table and trimmed. Then the process started again with the next hog. The meat was placed on shelves in the smokehouse overnight.


The next day the six hams, shoulders, and midlands were rubbed in salt and placed inside the meat box, which had an inch of salt on the bottom, and the lid was closed. After five weeks, the meat was removed, and the excess salt was washed off and then peppered with a mix of black and red pepper. Burlap feed sacks were used to place the meat leg pointing down, and a piece of cardboard was placed between the leg bone and sack to keep it from getting too greasy. This prevented flies from getting to the meat and prevented worms from forming within. The sacks were tied and hung on hooks with the leg pointing down. The other meat, including the shoulders and midlands, was hung similarly.


The trimmed meat from the hams, shoulders, and midlands was seasoned with sage, red and black pepper, and salt. Sections of fat commonly called “fatback” were cut into squares then thrown into the washpot, which was outside sitting on three bricks over a fire. The fatback was cooked and stirred with a four-foot-long oak paddle that enabled its user to keep his distance from the danger of severe burns. Edward was vigilant in ensuring that kids and others stayed away from the cooking lard, which would cause serious burns. The lard press had a pot through which liquid fat was pressed by a plate at the top of the press that squeezed the grease out of the cracklings. The liquid grease flowed out of the spout into a lard can that could hold fifty pounds of lard. Then the lard press and hand grinder were used to make the sausage and lard. The pressed fat that survived the lard press was considered “rendered,” leaving small crisp pieces called “cracklings” that were placed in another can to be saved for use in making a delicious pan of “cracklin’ cornbread.” The remaining grease was gathered and cooked with unused parts of the hog that would still create grease. That grease would be used for lye soap made after the hogs were processed. Annie and Naomi washed and cleaned the small intestines wrong side out and took them to Edward and Harold who used them in sausage making. The sausages were made several feet long and hung over poles in the smoke house. A fire was built on the dirt floor with oak and hickory hardwoods, and then green brush such as cedar was used to make smoke. The smoking lasted an hour or more before Edward and Harold would enter to remove the ashes and close up the smokehouse. After working two days, the exhausted men came in to finally clean up and rest. The next morning they cleaned all of the equipment and tables. Edward and Harold prepared to help Grady and Pharris with their hog killing.


In the aftermath of the hog killing Annie made lye soap. She cooked it in a ten-gallon washpot with a mixture of the hog fat from the unusable parts of the head, the gut fat, and the grease from the cracklings that didn’t go into the sausage but would still make grease. The fat was placed in the washpot over a fire. Water, ashes from the wood cookstove, and, on later occasions, Red Devil lye powder, finished the ingredients. The contents were cooked to the point where most of the water evaporated. Afterwards the fire was extinguished, and the contents of the pot were cooled into a solid. This was removed and cut into pieces of soap. The soap was used for personal hygiene and for cleaning clothes and bedsheets. The resourcefulness was true to Edward’s word: “Save everything but the squeal, and I’ll shoot the hog so he doesn’t squeal.”


During the hog season of 1935, another neighboring farm still had to slaughter hogs, so Harold walked over to see if they needed his help. The Jones family was all too happy to receive his it. Harold noticed the Joneses were behind, so he helped bring out the oak butchering table and checked the smokehouse. Mr. Jones told his son to bring out the rifle to shoot the hog that Harold had just turned out. The young boy fired and shot the hog between the eyes. The hog squealed but did not die. Mr. Jones yelled and said, “Let Harold shoot the hog!” Harold grabbed the rifle and noticed the boy used .22 shorts instead of .22 long rifle bullets. Harold felt in his pocket, found a .22 long rifle bullet, and changed out the round. He then shot the hog in the right spot. The hog fell dead.


Mr. Jones yelled, “That’s how you kill a hog. Let Harold show you how. He knows what he is doing!”


“Yes, sir,” said the boy as Harold bled out the hog.
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