






[image: image]





[image: image]

Casper, Wyoming, 1945.











This work is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of her experience over a period of years.

[image: image]


Threshold Editions


A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2007 by Lynne V. Cheney

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address


Threshold Editions Subsidiary Rights Department,


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

THRESHOLD EDITIONS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Cheney, Lynne V.


Blue skies, no fences: a memoir of childhood and family /


Lynne Cheney.—1st Threshold Editions hardcover ed.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references.


1. Cheney, Lynne V.—Childhood and youth. 2. Cheney, Lynne V.—Family. 3. Vice-Presidents’ spouses—United States—Biography. 4. Cheney, Richard B.—Childhood and youth. 5. Cheney, Richard B.—Family. 6. Vice-Presidents—United States—Biography. 7. Wyoming—Biography. I. Title.


E840.8.C4335A3 2007


352.23'90922—dc22


[B]

2007022279

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-7141-4
ISBN-10: 1-4165-7141-8

DON’T FENCE ME IN. Words and Music by COLE PORTER. ©1944 WARNER BROS. INC. (Renewed) All Rights Reserved. Used by Permission.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com





To my family





[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



MY THANKS FIRST of all to Chris DeMuth, president of the American Enterprise Institute, for creating a setting that fosters intellectual exchange and encourages wide-ranging research on a variety of subjects. Those of us who are AEI scholars are very fortunate, not least because of the fine young people who are drawn to AEI and help in our work. Kathryn Duryea, my assistant on this book, brought intelligence, patience, and persistence to a multitude of research tasks, and I am grateful to her as well as to Elisabeth Irwin, who helped when this book was in its beginning stages, and to Cristina Allegretti, my assistant as I finished it. My gratitude as well to AEI interns Amanda Fritsch, Danny Laurence, Kate Majeski, and Meredith Slater.

I’d like to thank my dear friend Mary Matalin, under whose Threshold imprint this book is being published. Her unflagging energy and clear insight lift the spirits and guide the way, and I feel lucky to have her in my life. I’m grateful to the entire team at Simon and Schuster, beginning at the top with president and CEO Jack Romanos and president of the Adult Publishing Group, Carolyn Reidy. Editorial Director Alice Mayhew read the manuscript and made many wise suggestions, for which I am most appreciative. Louise Burke, publisher of Pocket Books, is an inspirational and enthusiastic leader, and I would like to thank her for her advice and assistance and to acknowledge the terrific group she has working with her, including Anthony Ziccardi, Sally Franklin, Lisa Litwack, Johanna Farrand, and Min Choi.

I would also like to express my gratitude to Robert Barnett, who has cheerfully and with unfailingly good judgment guided me yet one more time through the publishing process.

In the notes to this book, I thank the many librarians, archivists, curators, and researchers on whom I have relied, but there are two leaders I would particularly like to acknowledge: Archivist of the United States Allen Weinstein and Librarian of Congress James Billington. During their tenures, the vast holdings of the National Archives and Record Administration and the Library of Congress have become increasingly accessible to people all across America who want to know more about history. That is an accomplishment of which they—and all of us—can be very proud.







Blue Skies, No Fences





PROLOGUE



IN THE YEARS right after World War II, the Vincent family spent Saturday afternoons watching people go by. The three of us—my mother, my father, and I—would get into the front seat of our 1940 cream-colored Oldsmobile and head toward Second and Center, an intersection in downtown Casper that my father considered prime for people watching. As soon as we saw the Rialto Theater, a Second and Center landmark, we’d start looking for cars backing out, sometimes circling the block until one of us, usually my mother, spotted something. “There, right there, Wayne,” she’d say, whereupon my father would slam on the brakes, prompting honking behind us, which in turn led to profanity from him and ensured as certainly as anything could that he wasn’t budging, not until the departing car was out of the way and he could pull into the parking place—very, very slowly if the cars behind him were still honking.

Once we had secured our spot, my mother would get out, stick a nickel in the meter, then get back in and light a cigarette. My father would light one, too, and they’d settle back while I got on my knees so I could see the passing scene. “There’s Mary Stuckenhoff,” my mother might say. “She worked for the paper before she married Doc.” Or one day: “There’s Anne Marie Spencer. She’s on the radio, Lynnie. The new show on KVOC about the Stuart Shop?”

“Where style knows no size,” I replied, repeating the slogan I’d learned listening to the radio with my mother while she ironed.

She smiled at this cleverness, but my father saw it as occasion for a nudge. “And what grade are you going to be in, Lynnie?” he asked.

“First grade,” I told him.

“Only first grade?” he asked in mock dismay. “Little girl smart as you ought to be in second grade at least.”

I pretended to ignore him and watched the people passing by, the women in dresses, the men in shirtsleeves and hats. All walked with heads high, giving even strangers hospitable glances, stopping for friends, moving over to the side if a long conversation was in order, into the Leed’s Shoe Store alcove or under the Ayres Jewelry clock, mounted high above the sidewalk on a cast-iron pedestal.

My mother had the most to say. “There’s Nick Brattis,” she might observe. “He’s starting a grocery store down on the Sandbar.” Or “There’s Willocine. You remember Willocine, Lynnie?” I certainly did remember Willocine, a plump and pretty redhead who had plans to open a beauty shop but was meanwhile tending to customers out of her apartment on North Beech. Earlier in the summer, she had enticed my mother into letting her give me a permanent wave, a procedure that involved wrapping my hair around rollers, applying a foul-smelling liquid, and attaching the rollers to clamps hanging down from a large machine. I sat there forever while the machine heated my hair, to be rewarded when the process was over with frizz standing straight out from my head. “The child’s hair doesn’t look so thin!” Willocine announced, proud of the result. My mother didn’t say a word but undertook to disguise Willocine’s handiwork as soon as we got home—and for weeks thereafter—by braiding my hair into pigtails.

I was related to Willocine somehow, as I was to many of the people my mother called to my attention. One Saturday, she identified a handsome gray-haired woman who seemed vaguely familiar as Alma, one of my grandpa’s sisters, and she repeated a fact so amazing that I never tired of hearing it: my grandfather was one of eighteen children, most of them boys and most back in Missouri. “Alma’s married to Ulysses,” she said, “but everybody calls him Ulyss.” “Useless is more like it,” my father added.

Although my mother was more adept at narrating the passing scene, my father had a keen eye for the unusual. One day, he pointed out a man wearing two-tone shoes, something not often seen in Casper, Wyoming, in the mid-1940s. The shoe wearer was Harry Yesness, whose haberdashery had a fountain out front that every kid in town clamored to drink from. It was a bronze likeness of Yesness himself, dressed in a barrel, water burbling out of his head. “He’s got more money than Carter has liver pills,” observed my father as the two-tone shoes went by.

Sooner than I wished, it was time to go home. My father would back out of our parking place, and we’d head for our white frame house on South David Street. Later, my mother would fix supper, and then sometimes one of my aunts would come over to take care of me while my parents went dancing. They loved to dance, and I loved to watch them practice in the dining room, which they’d never furnished, my pretty mother being whirled around by my handsome, curly-haired father.

My favorite Saturday nights, though, were the ones they stayed home. If it was summer, we’d go outside after the dishes were done, move the painted metal chairs off the front porch, and put them on the grass. There were only two chairs, so I’d sit on my mother’s lap and then my father’s and maybe my mother’s again. We’d watch the stars come out, more and more of them as the night grew darker. My father would go inside and fix a drink for himself and bring one out for my mother. They would smoke, and I would follow the patterns that the glowing ends of their cigarettes made in the dark.

When it got too cool to sit outside, as it often does on summer evenings in Wyoming, one of them would take me upstairs to my room. My dog, Boy, a female despite her name, would follow, and when I was tucked in, she would jump onto the bed and lie down next to me. I would fall asleep and dream, often that I could fly. It’s easy to do, just a matter of will, of closing your eyes and lifting yourself off the ground. Just want to fly and try very hard to fly, and you will find yourself soaring above the earth.



IT’S BEEN SIXTY YEARS since I sat on Second Street watching people go by. My memories come in bits and pieces, and I turn to old newspapers and photo albums to fit the fragments together. I talk to friends and relatives, prevail upon my husband for his memories, and the clearer the picture of that time after World War II becomes, the more I realize how lucky we were to grow up then. America had come through the Depression; we had triumphed in war; and the people of Casper, walking heads high down Second Street, reflected the mood of much of the nation. The country seemed in control of its destiny and individual Americans in charge of theirs. No doubt, there were kids from California to Maine dreaming at night that if they just tried hard enough, they could fly, and during their waking hours, they were thinking that life was like that. If you were determined, the sky was the limit.

To grow up in those years and in the place that I did was to be twice fortunate. Casper, Wyoming, population 18,000 when I was born, was large enough to hold the surprises of civilization but small enough that the prairie was close by, for some in our town right out the front door, stretching on forever under the great curving sky. It didn’t rain much in Wyoming, so green was a color we saw mostly in spring, but there were endless days when a brilliant blue stretched from horizon to horizon.

The prairie defined not only the surrounding landscape but the place we lived, making the identity of Casper clear. There were no suburbs rolling on and on into other towns that rolled into still more suburbs and other towns. There was Casper, and then there wasn’t, so that kids had no doubt about where they were from. You could encompass Casper in your mind, begin to see the forces at work in it, and imagine that you yourself might have an impact on them. You could see yourself creating your own future rather than having one handed to you.

And it never occurred to me that my chances of doing this were diminished because I was a girl. My first-grade readers might show mothers at home and fathers off at work, but I saw my mother working and my grandmother, too. My female teachers, many of whom had known Wyoming in its horse-and-buck-board days, were role models of amazing strength. And while the girls I knew had few opportunities to shine on athletic fields, they were always finding skills they could perfect. Jacks, spelling bees, and baton twirling are period pieces, to be sure, but they were also ways in which we learned how much fun it is to win and how losing should make you try harder.

Casper was a place where girls could thrive, and it was heaven for boys, particularly those who played sports and enjoyed the adulation of small-town fans. The boy I knew best—and would later marry—played baseball and football and also hunted the prairies, fished the streams, and, with his more daring friends, used the five-hundred-foot spillway of one of the dams near Casper as a water slide—an adventure that is in its own way a period piece, impossible to re-create in our safer days, when the great dams of central Wyoming are surrounded by fences.

The town in which we grew up was not a perfect place, not some sin-and-crime-free Pleasantville. Alcohol flowed freely, as signified by a lineup of drinking establishments, the most famous of which was the Wonder Bar, right in the center of town. Patrons who drank too much staggered out onto the sidewalk at all hours of the day, leading mothers to caution their daughters to walk on the other side of the street. One of my friends, whose parents ran a hardware store located next to the lineup of bars, remembers her mother teaching her to jaywalk so she wouldn’t have to walk past the saloons on her way to the family store.

Behind the county courthouse, stretching out to the west, was the Sandbar, a district known for gambling, bootleg liquor, and prostitution. Many an honest citizen went there for fried chicken at Fannie Bell’s or steak at Shirley’s Café, but violence was common in the Sandbar, and it reached other places as well. One summer right after the war, Casper police were kept busy trying to track down the murderer of a woman whose charred body was found in a burnt-out car on a dirt road east of town.

Still, children grew up feeling safe. Adults issued standard warnings (“Don’t get into cars with strangers”) and made us memorize our phone numbers (“Tell the operator 2069-W”), but they didn’t see any need to frighten us. In their view, crime had to do with criminals, not with ordinary people. The murdered woman was an out-of-towner, and, according to rumor, the mob had something to do with her demise. There was no great cause for worry, our parents thought, no need to lock the doors or call the kids in early. And for the most part, they were right.

Casper had this advantage as well: a belief in a bright future was in the gene pool. Many residents of the town either were themselves or were recent descendents of people who had persevered through harrowing circumstances to get to the high plains of the West. One of my Mormon foremothers, who came from Wales in 1849, lost husband and child on the journey west but kept going, convinced that ahead lay the New Zion. Others whom my husband and I count among our forebears arrived in America earlier: tough-minded Puritans, hardworking Germans, Scots-Irish tenant farmers who immigrated in clans. Their families made the westward journey over the course of generations, coming through the struggles and calamities that are part of the American story with belief intact that over the next river or the next mountain range, they would find a better life.

And they usually did, but even when they didn’t, they were sure their children would. In the years of my growing up, the adults closest to me, beginning with my parents, had no intention of leaving this to chance. My mother was constantly on the lookout for opportunities for me to learn, whether from teachers, the parents of friends, or an instructor who might make me a world-class tap dancer. My father’s self-assigned job was to make sure I understood how much was expected of me, and he did this by letting me know that no matter how well I was doing, I could do better. For all the years of my growing up, he ran variations on the theme he struck when I was in first grade. “Little girl smart as you ought to be in second grade at least.”

It was a powerful mix, particularly when combined with the reinforcement that a small town can offer. If you won an award in junior high, your picture would be in the paper. Everyone you knew would read about you at the same time they were reading about Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. The fellow behind the counter at Bluebird Grocery would congratulate you. All your parents’ friends would know what you had done.

The passing years bring you face to face with certain realities, of course. We experience turmoil and sadness, see our faults and failings, and come to realize that our destiny is not entirely in our control. We cannot fly, no matter how hard we try. But to start out with utter confidence in the future is a very good thing, and I am grateful beyond measure to those who made it possible for me—my parents, first and foremost, but also the determined men and women stretching back generations, who pinned their hopes on America and kept heading west.








PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE



IAM WRAPPED UP, lying on a bed near a window where white curtains stir. A small boy comes into the room and picks me up. And he drops me.

I have been told that I cannot possibly remember this, but if it happened, and I believe it did, it occurred in a duplex apartment at 630 West 11th in Casper, Wyoming, where my parents brought me after I was born. My mother, the most vigilant of souls, would never under normal circumstances have left me where a child might pick me up, but about the time I turned two months old, my father, a surveyor, had a terrible accident, and I can imagine her being distracted. He fell into the canyon below Seminoe Dam, and although he caught himself on the canyon wall about twenty feet down, he was still badly injured. Rescuers lowered him with ropes and carried him two miles on a makeshift litter to an ambulance. When he arrived in Casper, doctors determined he had broken a leg, both ankles, and every bone in his right foot. My twenty-one-year-old mother was told that my twenty-five-year-old father would be “a cripple for life.”

She brought him home from the hospital, took care of him as well as me, and one unseasonably warm winter day pushed his wheelchair out onto the stoop in front of our apartment, where someone took his picture. I’ve looked at this photograph for years, noting patches of snow on the ground and my father in his shirtsleeves squinting into the sun, and then one day not long ago, I discovered my mother, bare-armed, hiding behind his wheelchair. Apparently not wanting her picture taken, she has tried to crouch out of sight. And where am I? Could this be the moment when my contemplation of the white curtains was rudely interrupted?

[image: image]

My father, who took a terrible fall in 1941 while working as a surveyor. I looked at this photo for years before I realized that my mother, trying to stay out of camera range, is behind his wheelchair.

The date on the photograph is December 1941. The Germans have taken most of Europe, and the Japanese may at this moment be winging their way to Pearl Harbor. A great conflagration is sweeping the world, and in Casper, Wyoming, a small boy drops an even smaller baby on the floor. He is my half-brother, Leon, who is not yet two.

My father’s first wife, Tracy Schryer, died giving birth to Leon on March 6, 1940. My father’s Mormon mother, Anna Vincent, a beautiful, red-haired woman of legendary will, was so determined that Tracy’s Catholic relatives not raise Leon that as soon as the funeral was over, she boarded a train with him and headed for La Junta, Colorado, where she and my grandfather lived. My father, blaming Catholic teaching for Tracy’s death, fully supported Anna’s leaving with his son. Tracy had hemorrhaged while giving birth, and my father was convinced that her Catholic doctor, believing her soul was safe, had neglected her to focus on the baby, who had to survive and be baptized to avoid eternity in Limbo. Grieving and bitter, my father wanted every bit as much as my grandmother to keep Leon away from the Catholic church.

The trip to La Junta was long and caring for a newborn hard. I imagine Anna holding him close against the spring chill, trying to persuade him to nurse from a bottle, trying to keep the bottle and the baby clean. The milk supply on the train was unreliable and once ran out entirely, whereupon my indomitable grandmother bullied the conductor into wiring ahead so that milk would be waiting at the next stop. By the time she had cared for the baby for five days on the train, she loved him as though he were her own.

My mother and father must have met not long after Tracy Schryer died, because they were married ten months later. Photographs show my mother pretty and stylish, her hair rolled back from her face. My father, with a head of black curls, looks as if he knows how to enjoy himself, and, according to those who knew him then, he did. He loved pool halls and poker games, and he was good at starting fights. Although not a big man, five foot ten perhaps, he had a large temper, and when he felt offended, he would go after the offender, never pausing to consider the other person’s size or how many friends he might bring to a fight. In a memorable dance-hall brawl in Cheyenne, Vince, as his friends called him, took on a half-dozen soldiers from Fort Warren and ended up with his jaw so swollen he couldn’t eat for days.

In a photograph dated 1940, my father has on a wool overcoat, belted at the waist. In another photo taken at the same time, he has his coat off, revealing a double-breasted pinstripe suit. My mother is the photographer, it’s a bright winter day, and you can see her shadow on the snow. And you can understand why she fell for him. As he stands by his new Oldsmobile coupe, hands in his pockets, he looks positively dashing.

I suspect that this picture was taken on December 28, the day my parents eloped to Harrison, Nebraska. I would be born on August 14, 1941, seven and a half months later, so they no doubt suspected I was on the way. But my father may have had another reason for wanting to marry quickly, and that was to create a home for Leon. There were trips between Colorado and Wyoming, with my parents going there and Anna bringing Leon to Casper, and it may have been on a visit to see his father, newly home from the hospital, that the little boy succumbed to the temptation to pick up the baby he found lying on the bed. His effort to carry me was no more successful than my father’s attempts to convince Anna that Leon should live with him. She was determined to raise the little boy she had cared for since his birth, the little boy who by this time was calling her Momma. When he was three years old, my grandmother and grandfather officially adopted him.
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My mother and father probably took these pictures of each other as they were eloping to Nebraska.
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My beautiful grandmother Anna Vincent, with me and my half-brother, Leon.

One might have expected Tracy’s family to be up in arms, but sorrow piled upon sorrow for them, leaving little room for indignation. Tracy’s father, Paul, died in 1943, and her mother, Theresa, in 1944, at age fifty. According to her obituary, Theresa died of a heart attack, but I remember visiting the house she lived in on David Street and seeing her, rosary in her hands, weeping for her husband, lost so soon after her daughter, and I wonder, did she die of a broken heart? Six months later, there was another death. Tracy’s brother, Technical Sergeant Russell Schryer, who had survived thirty months of service in the China-Burma-India theater, was killed when a cargo plane he was aboard crashed into a hangar at Wright Field in Dayton, Ohio.

At war’s end, when Betty Schryer, Tracy’s sister, got married, she healed whatever rifts there were by inviting the Vincents to her wedding and even asking me to preside over the guest book. In a photo in our family album, I’m standing solemnly in front of the dark-haired bridegroom, wearing a long dress with puffed sleeves. Betty, beautiful in white satin, smiles from the center of the picture—beams, really, as does her sister Doris, the maid of honor, a lovely brunette in taffeta, holding a bouquet of carnations. They have lost parents, a sister, and a brother, but there is still happiness in the world, and in this moment, they have found it.








CHAPTER TWO



IN THE SUMMER after Pearl Harbor, the Army built an air base west of town and began to bring thousands of pilots to Casper to train on the B-24 Liberator Bomber, a workhorse of a plane that was beginning to roll off the nation’s wartime production lines. My father, defying dire warnings from doctors, was up and getting around on crutches, unable to return to work as a surveyor at the Bureau of Reclamation but newly employed as an engineering aide at the air base. He and my mother were eager to move out of their crowded apartment, but the arrival of the pilots in town had created a severe housing shortage. They couldn’t find a larger place, not until one day when my grandmother Mary Lybyer telephoned. A seamstress at H & G Cleaners, she had heard that a small stucco house hidden behind the H & G was coming up for rent. In 1943, we moved in.

My mother took dozens and dozens of photos of me in front of the stucco house, or the half house, as we sometimes called it, since its address was 1236½ South Walnut. In all of her pictures, I am dressed to the nines. I wear little suits she has made, often with matching coats and hats. There are tiny pleated skirts with suspenders and puffed-sleeve blouses underneath. One photograph shows me squatting in our Victory garden digging for worms. I am wearing a velvet dress.

[image: image]

My mother dressed me up but didn’t worry about what I did in nice clothes. Here, in velvet, I’m looking for worms.

[image: image]

Being at the center of my mother’s universe was very pleasant, and I figured out ways to keep her attention.

My mother regularly took me to Johnson Studio for professional portraits. Here I am, at one month, not in control of my head; here at six months, my hair brushed up into a point. When I was about a year old, my mother had our picture taken together. I am in a highly starched dress and pinafore, with bangs swirled onto my forehead; my pretty mother, wearing a dress with beaded patterns, looks young but exhausted.

Once, with many tears, she began to fill packing boxes in the little half house. My father had accepted a job in Denver, and she did not want to move. Her parents, Ben and Mary Lybyer, were in Casper, as were her three sisters—Maxine, Norma, and Marion—and her ties to her family were strong. The Lybyers were close in the way people often are when they have known hard times, and the Lybyers had seen their share of those for many generations.



THE FAMILY’S TIME in America dated back to 1739, when Nicholas Leyberger, possibly accompanied by his wife and son, arrived in Philadelphia aboard a ship called the Snow Betsey. Nicholas had come from the Palatinate, a region in southwest Germany through which warring factions had been marching for more than a century, leaving ruined crops and poverty in their wake. Along with thousands of others, Nicholas left to find a new life, traveling the Rhine to Holland, sailing to England, and thence to America. According to a story passed down from his great-grandson Elijah to Elijah’s grandson William, Nicholas sold himself into servitude for three years to pay for his passage.

Within fifteen years, Nicholas and his family were across the Susquehanna River, farming the rich soil of the Appalachian Piedmont. Twenty years after that, at the time of the American Revolution, Nicholas’s sons and grandsons were in the Alleghenies, defending the Pennsylvania frontier against Indian attacks, murderous raids that settlers firmly believed were incited by the British, although the Indians certainly had reasons of their own for wanting to drive frontiersmen away. The newcomers were farming on what were hunting lands; they had burned Indian villages; they had murdered Indian women and children. There was violence on both sides, but it was when settlers were killed that the Leybergers left their farms and spent one or two months “scouting the country…in protection of the inhabitants,” as Nicholas Leyberger, grandson of the immigrant Nicholas, described it many years later. Testifying to his Revolutionary War experience in order to prove that he was a veteran, he reported on a raid in 1776, in which “the Indians made an incursion into Morrison’s Cove in Bedford County and burnt Ulrick’s Mill and killed all Ulrick’s family.” Militia and volunteer forces manned a garrison in the area and for five weeks “kept sentry in the country and look[ed] out for the Indians.” The next year, “in the time of harvest,” a boy hunting cows discovered an Indian trail. According to Nicholas: “The alarm was given and the volunteers were called out…. We went in pursuit of the Indians. Our company went along on a ridge of the mountain. The [other] scouts went into a gap of the mountains and were ambushed by the Indians and the captain and all the men belonging to the company except four were killed at the first fire.” One of the survivors directed Nicholas’s company to where the militiamen had fallen. “Thirty men were killed,” Nicholas reported. “We buried the dead.”

There were times during the war when settlers left their fields untilled rather than go outside. Only the heavy snows of winter gave relief from raids, and when spring came, only the militias, operating without sufficient arms, provided protection. Concerned about safety, so many settlers fled that wolves moved into the area, and the remaining inhabitants organized an association to encourage their destruction, offering a bounty of two shillings a wolf scalp. Those who stayed sent pleas for assistance to the state and to counties farther east, but although promises were made, no help came, and the list of the dead grew: five near Dunnings Creek; some children by Frankstown; the Tull family, mother, father, and nine daughters; the Peck family, mother, father, and two children. Volunteers and militiamen continued to patrol, but they could not begin to cover all the hills and valleys of the Allegheny frontier.

Finally, the end of the war brought an end to the raids. The Indians moved farther west, and the farmers of Bedford County planted their crops, tended to their cattle, and had time for occasional lightheartedness, as when Ludwick Leyberger, a man who would be remembered for being strong well into old age, demonstrated the soundness of his teeth by using them to pick up a sack of grain and throw it over his shoulder.

Family members who came of age after the Revolutionary War began to move west, most to Ohio, though a few went farther. One of them was the immigrant Nicholas’s great-grandson Daniel, who changed his last name to Lybyer and moved to western Indiana, probably traveling on the National Road. By 1835, it provided a graveled route to the Valley of the Wabash, where Daniel, like his ancestors, worked the land.

His son, Andrew Simon Peter, part of the fifth generation in America, grew up as a farmer, but in his nineteenth year, he enlisted in the Union Army, perhaps convinced that if he did not, he would be drafted. Northern governors, trying to meet President Lincoln’s call for troops, were using the threat of conscription to persuade men to volunteer, and on March 1, 1863, in Greencastle, Indiana, Andrew signed up for a three-year term of service. Enlistment papers show that he was “free from all bodily defects and mental infirmities.” Captain James H. Sands described him as “six feet high,” with dark hair, dark eyes, and a light complexion, and testified that he “was entirely sober when enlisted.”

As a private in the Sixth Indiana Cavalry, Andrew soon found that sickness was at least as great a threat as the enemy. Sent to Tennessee to defend Knoxville, under siege by Confederate forces in late 1863, he became very ill after the men in his company, surprised by Confederate forces, were driven into the mountains, where they had to survive in freezing weather without tents, blankets, or rations. Carried to a hospital on the second floor of the Masonic Temple in Tazewell, Tennessee, Andrew lapsed into a coma and seemed certain to die, prompting the commander of his company to dispatch Salem Lybyer, Andrew’s brother and company mate, to care for him.

By spring 1864, Andrew had rejoined his unit, which participated in the Atlanta campaign, then moved to Tennessee, where the Sixth Indiana helped protect Union supply lines against the cavalry raids of Confederate General Joseph Wheeler. Andrew served to war’s end, but when he mustered out, he was still feeling the effects of his time in the mountains. Particularly in cold weather, his limbs and joints swelled painfully and made it difficult for him to move. His brother Salem, similarly afflicted but even more disabled, blamed his ills on his duties at Tazewell. As a condition of caring for Andrew, he had agreed to nurse all the soldiers on the second floor of the Masonic Temple, and the punishing climbs up and down the stairs in cold weather carrying food, medicine, and wood for a ward of the sick and wounded had been, Salem believed, accomplished at a terrible cost to his health.

Andrew got on with his life, marrying when he returned from the war, becoming the father of three, losing his wife, and marrying again, this time to Lydia Candacy Sanders, a woman of remarkable vitality who would bear fifteen children and live to be ninety-two. Before she died in 1949, Lydia, born four years before the start of the Civil War, would take a ride in a small propeller-driven airplane.

In the early 1880s, Andrew and Lydia moved west to Missouri to take advantage of a law passed during the Civil War, the Homestead Act, which allowed citizens to claim one-hundred-sixty-acre parcels of public land and make them their own by living on them and improving them. Andrew filed for land in the rolling uplands of the Ozarks, built a five-hundred-square-foot farmhouse with a sleeping loft above, and there on August 4, 1888, my grandfather, Andrew and Lydia’s eighth child, came into the world. The Republican Party had just selected a United States senator and Civil War hero from Indiana as its nominee for president, and the Lybyers named their son after the candidate—and future president—Benjamin Harrison. They were no doubt influenced by the fact that the senator had championed the rights of homesteaders like themselves. He was also a supporter of veterans’ pensions, a cause favored by Andrew, who because of his ailments received a payment of six dollars a month. Convinced it should be more, he regularly—and unsuccessfully—petitioned the government for an increase.

Fifteen of the eighteen Lybyer children were sons, and they would long remember how Andrew got them up early and sent them into the fields before they walked to school and sent them out again after they returned home until late at night. “Not too much for schooling and hard on work,” one of them described him, which was probably true of the way Andrew had himself been raised and his forefathers before him. Nicholas, the first of the family to come to America, signed his name with an X; his grandson Nicholas was able to write in German, but barely; his great-great-grandson Andrew struggled to write in English. But their world did not depend on literacy. If a pension form needed to be filled out, there were clerks and lawyers to do that, and similarly with homestead applications. What their success—indeed, their survival—depended on was the farm, and from the time the first German immigrants plowed American soil, the hard work of farm life was undertaken not by hired hands or slaves but by family members. A contemporary of the early German arrivals in America observed that they raised their children to fear God, love labor, and respect patriarchal authority, exactly as Andrew was doing when he required his boys to walk five miles to church on Sunday and sent them to shovel manure, grind corn, and slaughter hogs the other days of the week.
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My great-grandfather Andrew Simon Peter Lybyer, whose forebears came from Germany, with his wife, Lydia, and twelve of his eighteen children. My grandfather, standing, is second from the left.
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My grandfather Ben, on the right, with his brother Leonard, in what served as cowboy clothes in Wyoming in 1910.
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My grandfather and grandmother, Ben and Mary Lybyer, about the time of their 1913 wedding.

As Andrew no doubt saw it, he was building habits in his boys that would ensure their welfare in this world and the next. He also may have depended on his sons to do work that he couldn’t manage as the years advanced and his ailments grew worse. Although he is a handsome man in old photographs and appears strong and vital, he has the stiff, too-erect posture one often sees in people whose backs are troubling them, as Andrew’s had begun to in his late fifties. One doctor diagnosed his condition as lumbago, but it may have been the beginning of Bright’s disease, a kidney affliction that would kill him when he was sixty-six. Youngsters are not apt to think of adult woes, however, and to his sons, Andrew, old enough to be a grandfather to most of them, seemed a tyrant, and he did little to encourage their sympathy. Late in their lives, they would remember how he rode the farm on Kaiser, a big white horse, overseeing their work and whipping them if it didn’t satisfy him. They also remembered that Lydia often joined in their chores, trying to help them avoid Andrew’s wrath.

The farmhouse grew until it had five big rooms on the first floor, two large bedrooms upstairs, and a porch across the front. There were also outbuildings: a woodshed, a wash house, a well house, a spring house, and a large barn. A long split-rail fence neatly separated the Lybyer property from the road, and chrysanthemums brightened the front of the farmhouse well into the fall every year, protected from frost by the salt barrels that the boys put over them every night.

But a prosperous, well-maintained farm was not enough to reconcile the Lybyer boys with what seemed to them servitude, and one day when Ben was thirteen, he packed a bag and ran away. He worked on another farm in Missouri for a time, then got a job in the lead mines in the southeastern part of the state. In 1907, he traveled to Lost Cabin, Wyoming, with his older brother Clarence, and soon two younger brothers, Leonard and Clyde, joined them. They worked as ranch hands, sometimes for Charlie Bader, who had a houseful of daughters, one of whom Leonard would marry, and sometimes at George Davis’s, where Clyde met his wife. Ben also worked for J. B. Okie, whose holdings in sheep, cattle, and general stores had made him so rich that he had built a chandeliered mansion along Badwater Creek near Lost Cabin. Indians passing through called the grand ranch house Big Teepee, the name it’s still known by today.

Ben had been courting Mary Lough, a pretty brown-eyed girl who’d grown up on a farm near the Lybyer homestead in Missouri. As a teenager, she had moved with her family to Colorado, and early in 1913, she found herself facing a crisis. She wrote to Ben asking for help, and in a return letter, he instructed: “Pack your trunk and set the night you want me to meet you…at your uncle’s house. You name the night and I will meet you there with an auto…about the right time to get the 11:00 train out of there. You get ready and I will be there anytime. The quicker you do this, the quicker your troubles will be over with and mine also.” In his letter, my grandfather confesses he has been “so nervous I could not write.” He tells my grandmother that he has consulted her older sister Macy and that the two of them “will go the limit for you.” He also tries to allay her concerns that he will abandon her in her hour of need. “I will stay with you,” he writes. “Don’t worry about that one minute.” And in another place, “You said something about me going back on you. I never will. Death is the only thing that will get me away from you.”

My grandparents married in March 1913, and their oldest child, Maxine, was born in 1914, a respectable time later, throwing doubt on the most obvious interpretation of the letter. But it is clear from it that he loves her. “Oh, Mary, please don’t forget me,” he writes, “or I will not know what to do.” Whatever the crisis, she long treasured his words, carrying the letter with her as they moved from place to place. When death took her from him after more than a half-century of marriage, my aunts found the letter tucked away in one of her drawers.

The newlyweds set out for Wyoming to begin their life together, and after a night at a hotel in Arminto, they headed for Salt Creek, an expanse of treeless hills some fifty miles north of Casper. The area had been booming since a Dutch company, looking for oil there in 1908, had hit it big. Salt Creek Number One had sent a gusher of oil a hundred feet into the sky, setting off a frenzy of development and drilling.

Ben got a job as a mule skinner, hauling oil-field equipment from Casper to Salt Creek, but three days after he had hired on, a tool dresser who was tired of working in the oil fields offered to trade him positions. Ben handed over the reins, took up the dresser’s sixteen-pound sledge, and started working at the anvil, completing one of the first of many job changes. Perhaps because of the way his father had dictated his life, Ben didn’t take kindly to people telling him what to do. He’d regularly get fed up with his boss, walk off the rig, and sign on with somebody else. For a while, he worked as a line rider in the Salt Creek Field, patrolling leases against claim jumpers, but when he got mad at his boss, he quit, got himself a spring-pole drilling outfit, and jumped a claim or two himself.

Oil-field workers, even ones who changed jobs a lot, made twice as much as ranch hands, two dollars a day rather than one dollar, but it was a tough work, twelve-hour shifts on the rigs with the band-wheel drills going full blast, laboring on through spring mud, summer dust storms, and winter blizzards. There was danger, as when one of the “nitro wagons”—cars hauling nitroglycerin—would explode or when a spark would ignite the gas coming out of a well, causing the whole thing to blow up and burn. There were also times of just plain misery, like the cold January day that Leonard Lybyer, my grandfather’s younger brother, put a casing down a well. “The well would flow about every hour and go about twenty feet in the air,” he wrote his wife-to-be. “I was wet to the skin with oil.”

But there were also plenty of good times, such as the Fourth of July celebrations with patriotic orations and a bucking bronco or two. One of the first buildings in Salt Creek was an amusement hall, and the workers had some riotous dances there. Malcolm Campbell, a friend of my grandfather, recalled in a letter the night when “Jodie Gantz shot the fellow through the middle.” The victim survived, and his assailant escaped, as Campbell remembered it, by hiding out with “that bunch that lived in the two-story bunk house across from the machine shop. [They fed] him out of their lunch pails until Francis Brown, who was a deputy sheriff, got through looking for him.”

Campbell also recalled that he and his wife were at the dance on the night in 1914 when my grandfather walked outside the amusement hall and fell over a fifty-foot bank nearby. Ben’s friends realized he had broken his back but, knowing nothing about the importance of keeping him immobile, made a bed of hay for him in the backseat of a Cadillac touring car and drove him over rough roads to the hospital in Casper. Only twenty-five years old, he was resilient and recovered somehow, but it was months before he was back with my grandmother, who was twenty-one and caring for her first baby.

The Lybyers lived in an oil-field “ragtown,” a place defined by the fact that its dwellings had canvas roofs. Ragtown houses were a little like sheep wagons, with wood partway up the sides and a tent for a top, but instead of wheels, ragtown houses had skids so they could be moved from place to place. Late in 1916, a second Lybyer child, Wilbur, was born in one of the ragtown houses, and shortly thereafter, the Lybyers left the oil fields, possibly because Ben had grown angry with one of his bosses. A family story explains their departure that way, but Ben and Mary moved to northwest Colorado, near Mary’s family, and they may have been attracted to the area by hearing about the high prices farmers were getting for their crops in the boom market created by the Great War.

Upon their arrival, Ben, following a time-honored pioneer practice, created a shelter for his wife and children by digging a cave in the side of a hill and framing in the opening. Then he filed on a homestead near Price Creek, began work on a house, and started dryland farming—growing small grain crops such as wheat and oats on arid land with no irrigation.

In the spring of 1919, Mary, in labor with her third child, asked Ben to drive her to town, probably to a midwife, but a spring storm had left the roads deeply rutted, and the going was slow. When it became clear that the baby was going to arrive before they reached town, they stopped in a barn alongside the road, and there, on the eighth of April, my mother was born. My grandparents bundled her up against the chilly weather, took her home, and, having accomplished her birth on their own, saw no particular need to inform the authorities of her arrival. Years later, when she was an adult and in need of a birth certificate, she would find, to her embarrassment, that there was no official record of her having been born.

Ben proved up his homestead, but farming without irrigation on Colorado’s arid western slope was a chancy enterprise, and when the end of the war brought falling crop prices, the Lybyers returned to Salt Creek, moving back into a ragtown house. A photograph from 1921 shows Ben, Mary, several children, and a dog at the front door of a canvas-roofed dwelling that my grandmother has labeled “Lybyer Mansion.” She no doubt meant the name sarcastically, but this ragtown house seems in fact to be unusually large, two rooms instead of one, a good thing, without doubt, since Ben’s brother Clyde had now moved in with the family.

Salt Creek was booming when my grandparents moved back. One observer described “cars, trucks, and teams going and coming in every direction; crews building wooden rigs, drilling crews working, gushers spouting in the air, gangs connecting lines, tank batteries and pump stations springing up.” The field became even busier when Mammoth Oil Company began to build an oil camp, erect storage tanks, and start a pipeline at Teapot Dome, a naval oil reserve next to Salt Creek that was named after a teapot-shaped outcropping in the area. The reserve had been intended to ensure an emergency supply of oil for Navy ships, but President Warren G. Harding’s colorful, mustachioed secretary of the interior, Albert Fall, had taken control of it and leased it to oilman Harry Sinclair, the head of Mammoth Oil.
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My grandparents, four children, and a dog outside the oil-field home my grandma labeled “Lybyer Mansion.” Uncle Clyde was also living with them.
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My mother, on the right, and three of her siblings, Wilbur, Maxine, and baby Norma, all scrubbed and curled for the camera.

Over the next several years, the activity at Teapot Dome came under suspicion as Senate investigators looked into reports that Secretary Fall had suddenly become wealthy. Eventually convicted of accepting bribes, including bonds and cattle from Harry Sinclair, Fall would serve a year in prison. Salt Creek was drawn into the scandal when Teapot Dome investigators began to look into a deal involving Sinclair and Henry Blackmer, head of Midwest Refining, the company that controlled Salt Creek. The two men, it turned out, were part of an oil-trading deal involving kickbacks, and when some of the profits from their scheme were found to have gone to the disgraced Albert Fall, Blackmer, rather than testify before Congress, left for France, where he led quite a pleasant life until he bargained his way back into the United States in 1949.

Week in and week out for a decade, Teapot Dome was in national headlines. The Midwest Review, the official publication for oil-field employees, ignored the scandal, but my grandfather knew all about it. Years later, still indignant, he would tell any grandchild who would listen about the perfidies of Fall, Sinclair, and especially Blackmer, who my grandfather felt had paid no price at all.

At the same time that scandal was keeping Wyoming’s oil fields in the headlines, there was genuine improvement in the way oil-field families lived. In later years, my grandfather’s friend Malcolm Campbell opined in a letter to him that the field just wasn’t the same once Midwest Refining started building houses and schools, but the women and children no doubt appreciated both. The houses—or shacks, as the workers called them—might not have had indoor plumbing, but they had walls, windows, and hard roofs and offered some privacy. Instead of a single room, there were multiple rooms, usually four. The company built bath houses where you could get a shower, opened a hospital, started a recreation center, and gave the main oil camp an official town name: Midwest. By the time my mother was ready to go to school in 1924, the town boasted classrooms for hundreds of elementary-school kids. By the time she entered high school in 1932, there was a gymnasium, where girls as well as boys played basketball, and a lighted field for the football team. Students could join the Glee Club, the Etiquette Club, or the Nutrition Club, and they were encouraged to participate in civilizing events such as drama productions. The year my mother was a freshman, her class put on a play entitled The Dearest Thing in Boots.

But the oil fields were still a rough place. Drinking was a near-universal form of recreation, and fighting and prostitution were common. Kids learned a lot about the unsavory side of life at a pretty young age and picked up the language to go with it. At ball games against Casper, eight-and nine-year-olds from Salt Creek were known to yell, “Beat ’em once! Beat ’em twice! Holy, jumping Jesus Christ!”

My grandmother left no doubt about where she stood on matters such as foul language. Although she was small, she could wrestle a bar of soap inside an offending child’s mouth almost before the offending word had left that child’s lips. But she relied on more than discipline to raise her children’s sights. She dressed them up in clothes she had sewn and took them for studio photographs that memorialized them at their combed and scrubbed best. She bartered her dressmaking skills for piano lessons, though there was no piano in their company shack to practice on. She tried to make a comfortable home, even while they were living in ragtown. An old photograph shows a baby in a shiny wooden chair propped up by homemade pillows with freshly pressed ruffled edges, and behind the baby another ruffle has been hung for decoration. I think of how the wind blows at Salt Creek and how little plant life there was in the early days to hold down the dust. I think of hauling water, using a washboard, heating an iron on a wood stove. I look at the gleaming chair, the pressed ruffles, the baby all in white, and I am breathless with admiration.



ACCORDING TO FAMILY genealogies, my grandmother’s family, the Lees, had been in America since 1714, and some of her early ancestors, Protestants from Ireland, had become wealthy enough to own land and have servants. By the time she was born, however, even the memory of prosperity had faded. Her father, John, and mother, Alice, after struggling to make a go of it in Missouri, had moved to Colorado to improve their luck, and for a time they did, but after the Great War, commodity prices dropped, and in 1922, grasshoppers attacked their crops. John took a wagon team out to poison the insects, and when he came back and was unhitching the horses, one of them wheeled suddenly and kicked him in the chest, opening a fearful wound. A son carried him to a nearby creek, where he frantically tried to staunch the bleeding with cold water, but John’s lungs had collapsed, and by the time a doctor arrived, he was dead. Alice, who had broken her right arm in a fall from a horse a few days before John’s accident, reinjured it on that frantic day. When the cast came off, her elbow was immobile, and it remained fixed at a right angle for the rest of her life.

For my grandmother, living in the oil fields and raising her children, these sad events no doubt played into the somber view she generally took of the world. She saw the importance of working hard and improving life for her children but not of enjoying it with them. She once succumbed to a beautiful spring day and, accompanied by her oldest, Maxine, went wading in a reservoir with some other women from the oil field, but as though to reinforce the idea that such an outing was folly, one of the women, Carmen Glenn, slipped into a hole beyond her depth. As the Midwest Review reported, “None of the party could swim, and the screams of the other women brought help and when rescued Mrs. Glenn was apparently lifeless.” A doctor at Midwest Hospital managed to revive her, but the event was traumatic for all who witnessed it and others as well. Describing the accident at the reservoir, my grandmother communicated a fear of drowning to her children, particularly to my mother, that lasted for a lifetime.

In the Salt Creek oil field, the Lybyer family grew very close, which is not the same as saying that they always saw eye-to-eye. Both my mother’s older sister and my mother hated the names my grandmother had given them, Wyoma and Lutie, and from practically the time they could talk, insisted on going by their middle names, Maxine and Edna. My mother and her younger sister Norma were forever convinced that Maxine had had a privileged childhood, and, relatively speaking, she may have. When the Lybyers moved from their ragtown home to a four-room company house, Ben and Mary took one room for themselves, and Wilbur, the family’s only boy, got another. That much was fine with Edna and Norma, but they never got over Maxine’s getting a third room while they were consigned to sleeping in the common area. Maxine added to her younger siblings’ consternation then and for decades by freely offering her unvarnished assessments on every aspect of their lives. In my observation, she never intended her opinions on her sisters’ hairdos or children to hurt their feelings; she was just convinced that if she didn’t point out failings, nobody would notice them, and they might go un-remedied.



WHATEVER THEIR DISAGREEMENTS, the Lybyers took comfort from one another, and in 1944, when my father came home to our house on Walnut Street and told my mother he had taken a job in Denver, she was stricken at the idea of leaving Casper. She could walk a few steps and visit her mother at the H & G Cleaners, a few blocks and see her sisters, and how would she manage even the simplest things in a big city like Denver? In Casper, if you needed a loaf of bread, you walked to one of the little stores scattered around, like Christiansen’s, Edgington’s, or CY Grocery, all of which were within a couple of blocks. In Denver, you’d have to drive everywhere, and how could she do that, since Wayne would take the car to work? And how would she find a doctor who knew her or friends she could drop in on? My mother filled up the wooden packing crates, crying all the while, until finally, my father gave in. He came home one night and told her we could stay.

Not long after this reprieve, she went to work behind the soda fountain at Lloyd’s Confectionery, which took up the point of a narrow triangular building less than a block from our house. She took me with her, holding my hand as we crossed 13th Street, steering me past the mahogany magazine stands and display cases inside the drugstore, then lifting me up onto one of the black leather and metal stools at the soda counter. “You stay here, Lynnie,” she would say, and I would, scribbling on paper napkins with a Crayola or playing with straws from the round-domed holder that sat on the counter. “Say hi, Lynnie,” she’d tell me when someone she knew came in for a malt or a cherry phosphate. And on the rare occasion when there was a customer she didn’t know, I would be introduced right after she had introduced herself: “This is my little girl, Lynnie.”

Being at the center of the universe was very pleasant, and I did my best to stay there. When I was about three, my mother lined up her sister Norma and some friends to take their picture in the yard of our stucco house. No sooner were they posed than I skipped in front of them, smiling and waving my skirt until my mother focused the camera on me, chopping off the teenagers’ heads. Looking through boxes and photo albums, I find so many copies of this photo that I imagine my mother showing it to everyone she came across. “Here’s Lynnie,” I can hear her saying, shaking her head as though there were no accounting for my behavior. “She didn’t want me taking anybody’s picture but hers.”

In the winter of 1945, my father had a chance to buy a house—the one at 906 South David that the Schryers had lived in. My mother must have objected. Perhaps she pointed out that the house was in sad condition, with cracked linoleum on the floors and windows that sat crooked in their frames so that winter winds whistled through, but her real point would have been that my father and Tracy, his first wife, had once lived there with Tracy’s parents. Still, housing was tight, and however run-down it was, whatever ghosts it held, the David Street house was a prize. My father bought it from the Schryer heirs for $3,500 and, for another $500, got a few sofas, some chairs, a couple of beds, and a white kitchen table with a chipped enamel top.

On August 14, 1946, I celebrated my fifth birthday in the yard of the South David Street house. We played Statues, a game particularly exhilirating because one of the party guests was Diane Gardner, an older girl whose father, Harold, ran Gardner’s Food Store, the one-room grocery across the street. Taller and stronger than the rest of us, Diane would whirl us around and send us flying across the yard, our arms pinwheeling as we struggled to get our footing so we could freeze and try to stay that way. As we ran and stumbled, there were narrow misses with the big cottonwoods that stood in our front yard and more than a few bruises as we collided with one another or tripped over the dog. The adults present, talking in low voices on the porch, seemed oblivious to our screams and laughter.

When we were so exhausted that we sought them out, they bestirred themselves to bring out party hats and cake, and as the shadows grew long, we listened to church bells ring. They were marking an anniversary, my mother said. It had been a year since the Japanese had surrendered, a year since the end of World War II.
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