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Oil Town



“Look over there, Milton,” Henry Hershey said.

Milton looked where his father pointed. A railroad car was parked along the street, like a house on wheels.

“Fortunes are made in there,” his father said. “Men who know how to dream big and take chances become millionaires overnight.” He looked down at his son and grinned. “Like you and me, right? Someday we’ll be living in a mansion and have the best of everything. No more brown bread for breakfast and cabbage stew for supper. We’ll drive a carriage and go out to the theater.”

Reports of the first oil wells had hit the newspapers a year earlier, in 1860. Thousands of men had rushed to the Pennsylvania oil fields. These men still crowded the streets, dressed in rough work clothes. They drank in the saloons and fought in the streets.

But Milton’s father, Henry, was different. He wore a silk suit and carried a gold-tipped walking stick. He spoke well, laughed often, and told wonderful stories. Milton took his father’s hand, and his heart swelled with pride.

Milton and his father picked their way carefully through the muddy streets of Titusville. A sheen of oil glistened in the puddles. The air reeked of rotting food and outhouses. It almost covered up the bitter smell of crude oil from the oil wells all around town. When they passed a dead mule, the stench rose up so strong that Milton’s eyes stung. He covered his nose and mouth with his hands.

They turned into a twisting alley at the edge of town. When they rounded a corner near the shack where they lived, Milton’s eyes almost popped out of his head. A wagon stood outside their open door. Two men were loading luggage into it.

Milton’s father paused for a moment, then strode forward. “Abraham! Benjamin! Wonderful to see you.”

The men frowned at him. Henry lifted Milton into the wagon. “Milton, my boy, these are your uncles Abraham and Benjamin Snavely. You haven’t seen them in more than a year, but you’ve heard your mother talk about her brothers.”

The men nodded to Milton. They were dressed alike, in plain, dark suits. They had short, graying beards. Henry Hershey, tall and lean, towered over them. His luxurious black beard stood out in contrast to theirs.

“Have you come to invest more money in the oil boom?” Milton’s father asked.

“We came to check on our sister,” Abraham said. “And now we’re going to take her home.”

Milton’s mother stepped out of the shack. She stood between her brothers, a short, round-shouldered woman. A simple gray dress hung over her pregnant stomach. Lines etched the face under her bonnet.

“This is no place for women and children,” Abraham said. “Gunfights, murders in the streets, fires, explosions, and all this filth!”

“Fanny is used to better,” Benjamin said softly. He gestured to Milton. “How old is he, four and a half? He is as puny as a three-year-old. Get him back to the farm, where he can have fresh milk and eggs every day.”

Fanny Hershey’s thin lips turned up in a smile. “Yes,” she breathed.

“But you don’t understand!” Henry cried. “With this war, the Union army needs oil. Men are becoming millionaires and helping a good cause at the same time. Fortune is just around the corner.”

“That’s what you said fifteen months ago,” Abraham said.

“But this time it’s different!” Henry insisted. “Oil runs into low land, and I know a prospector who will sell a share of his claim. He needs the money to keep digging.”

Abraham frowned. “And six months ago you said you would find oil close to the creek. What happened to the money we gave you then?”

“I just need a little more,” Henry pleaded. “Please. It’s for Fanny and Milton, and the baby.”

“We have money to help them,” Benjamin said. “And we’ll use it to move all of you back home.”

Henry turned to Milton’s mother. “Fanny, you don’t want to give up now. Just think of all we could have when I find oil.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t bring up my children here!”

“But it’s for them! Our future!”

“You’ve had your chance. You have to give up this dream.” She turned back to the shack. Henry followed her, still pleading.

Milton sat on the wagon, trying to make sense of it all.

“That man,” Benjamin said. “He would feed wheat to his cow, to get sweeter cream for his porridge. Only the good Lord knows why she ever married him.”

“I don’t think the good Lord had anything to do with it,” Abraham said. “Henry walked away from the faith years ago. He tricked Fanny with his fancy promises in order to get at our money.”

Benjamin sighed. “But do you remember how lively she used to be? She was a dreamer too.”

“Not anymore,” Abraham said. “This adventure has taught her a lesson. Perhaps next time she’ll listen to her family.”

Benjamin glanced at Milton. “It is too late to turn back the clock. But we can make sure this little fellow has a decent start in life.”

Milton looked away. He knew his parents fought, but he loved them both. His mother was stern but stable, a comforting rock. His father was fun and adventurous. Why couldn’t they be happy together?

Soon they had the wagon loaded. Milton sat up front between his mother and Uncle Abraham. His father sat in the back, dangling his long legs over the edge and gazing back at the oil fields.

As they left Titusville, the hillsides were covered with nothing but tree stumps. The oil had turned the creek purple and blue. Snow dusted the ground, but it had already turned gray from the grime. Bright pennants hanging from oil derricks added little color to the dull scene.

They passed a wagon filled with huge barrels of oil. Tired mules struggled to pull it along the muddy road. A distant boom of dynamite rattled the wagon, and the horses danced nervously. Milton snuggled closer to his mother, who wrapped her cloak warmly around him. Eventually, the swaying of the wagon and clopping of the horses’ hooves lulled him to sleep.

They stayed the night in Oil City, twenty miles from Titusville. In the morning they boarded a riverboat. As the boat drew farther from the oil fields, Milton sniffed the air. It smelled different to him somehow. He turned to his mother. “What’s that smell?”

She gave a coarse laugh. “That is fresh air, son. No more stink of oil like a fog over the town.”

Milton gazed in wonder as they floated past snow-covered farm fields. His mother and father told him that he had been born on a farm, but he didn’t remember anything about those first years. They had moved to Titusville just before his third birthday. All he knew was the tiny shack, the muddy town streets, and the smell of oil and garbage.

They switched to a larger boat, and went on to Pittsburgh. From there they traveled by rail toward Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Milton’s mother talked quietly with her brothers about farming, family, and their Mennonite religion.

Milton watched the changing scenery and studied the wonderful ferryboat and train. For him, the best part of the trip was the food. He had plenty to eat, including luxuries such as meat. He knew his father was upset, and Milton felt bad about that. But he found himself looking forward to the future, full of clean air and good food, like his uncles promised.

His uncle Benjamin even bought him a bag of chewy caramels. The sweet flavor washed over Milton’s tongue. He had never tasted anything so wonderful! He looked across the aisle to where his father sat staring out of the window. Henry Hershey had stopped trying to change the Snavely minds once they left Oil City. He hadn’t said much all day.

Milton tottered across the aisle and held out his sticky bag of caramels. “Do you want one, Papa? They are good.” Maybe the sweets would make him feel better too.

Henry smiled down at his son. “Thank you, my boy.” He took one and chewed it slowly. “Delicious.”

Milton climbed up on the seat next to his father. He glanced at his uncles. “Do we have to live with those men now?” he whispered.

Henry grinned at him. “No, my boy, we’ll go back to the Hershey homestead. Then we’ll move on to our next adventure.”

Milton’s eyes shone. “What will that be?”

His father gazed dreamily out the window. “I’ve always wanted to be a writer. How would you like a famous author for a father, my boy?”







Treats and Threats



“Oh, there you are, Milton. Did you finish your chores?”

“Yes, Mother. I fed the chickens, and here are the eggs.”

She took the basket from him. “Good boy. We will leave in a few minutes.”

Milton ran into the next room, where his baby sister played. He bent down and gave her a hug. “Sarena, it’s market day. We get to ride the wagon into town!” She giggled and smiled at him. He leaned closer and whispered, “Maybe Papa will give me a penny for candy. I’ll share with you if he does.”

They loaded the farm wagon with the brooms Fanny Hershey had made, the butter she had churned that week, and some extra eggs. Milton lifted Sarena up to their mother and climbed in after her. Henry flicked the reins to get the old horse moving, and they started for Harrisburg.

Henry told them a story called “The Three Little Pigs” and then began to sing a funny song: “Away down South in the land of traitors/Rattlesnakes and alligators/Right away, come away, right away, come away!”

“Why must you expose the children to such frivolous and ungodly nonsense?” Fanny snapped. She followed the ways of the Reformed Mennonite Church, and they believed that entertainment like county fairs and horse races, and even foolish talking, were carnal sins.

Henry had long since walked away from the Mennonite faith. He gave an airy wave of his hand. “I have no use for you gray-minded people who cannot rejoice.”

Fanny spent the rest of the ride in stony silence. Milton did not like seeing his mother unhappy, but he had to giggle at his father’s funny tale about a little man named Rumpelstiltskin. He could not understand why the newspapers would not buy the stories his father wrote. Milton thought he had the funniest father in the world.

At last they reached Harrisburg, the capital city of Pennsylvania. The Hersheys rode down a street past fine mansions, all several stories high.

They set up in the market. Milton watched Sarena as his parents sold their goods. When the bustle died down, Fanny took the sleeping child from Milton’s arms.

Henry held out his hand to Milton. “Come, my boy. Let’s see the sights.”

Fanny frowned. “Don’t you be spending the money we just made. Pennies saved grow into dollars.”

Henry merely tipped his hat to her and started down the street. They passed a bank and a large hotel. Henry and Milton paused to look through the windows of a general store and a bakery.

Then they came to the confectionery shop. Milton’s eyes widened as he gazed through the glass. Shop boys in white aprons served well-dressed customers. Young couples laughed over their sweets. Milton’s mouth watered.

“What do you think, my boy?” his father asked. “Shall we take some refreshment in this fine establishment?”

Milton looked up at his father. “Oh, yes, Papa, only…” He trailed off, remembering his mother’s words.

Henry smiled at him and pulled a shiny penny from his pocket. It glittered in the sunlight, and Milton grinned. “What is the value of life, without the little joys?” Henry asked. They went into the shop and ate their fill of ice cream and lemon pastry.

Milton watched the shop boys as he ate. How wonderful to work in a place like this! You could eat ice cream and candy all day long. As they were leaving he said, “Oh! Sarena! I promised I would share with her if I got some candy.”

His father nodded solemnly. “Of course, we must not forget little Sarena.” He turned back and bought a bag of lemon drops. He tucked the bag into Milton’s pocket. “Save these for later, though,” he said with a wink, “and don’t tell your mother.”



Milton made the lemon drops last by taking only one piece each day for himself, and giving one to Sarena. Since she was just over a year old, he had to watch her carefully while she sucked the treat. The candy was a reminder of the wonders of the city. There, the boys wore white aprons and served ice cream, instead of carrying water, feeding chickens, and gathering eggs every day.

Eventually, the candy ran out, and Milton could only look forward to the next trip. But his parents were not talking about market day. Henry Hershey got the New York Times and a local paper, the Lancaster Inquirer. In late June of 1863, the papers were filled with news of the Civil War between the North and South.

“The Confederate army is moving toward Pennsylvania under Robert E. Lee,” Henry said as his eyes scanned the paper one night.

Members of the Reformed Mennonite Church did not even believe in voting. “Why do you insist on reading that thing?” Fanny sniffed. “It is a waste of money.”

“You can’t always hide from what is going on in the world,” Henry said.

Fanny laughed. “You think I don’t know? After we left that miserable oil town, you said my brothers kept you from getting rich. But oil prices crashed last year when fools dug too many wells. You didn’t pass along that news, but I heard it. And now I do all the work while you keep scheming and dreaming.”

“There was a time when you dreamed too.”

“Yes,” Fanny said. “Before I learned that dreaming is all you do. Prosperity comes from hard work, not chasing dreams.”

Henry frowned and flipped the newspaper up in front of his face. “Listen to this. It says, ‘The danger to Pennsylvania and the North is still imminent. Everything depends upon the encounter between Lee and General Meade. If our army should be defeated we should have no hope, except in large armies to be raised in the North.’”

Milton slid out of his chair and stood next to his father. “What does that mean, Papa?”

Henry set down the paper and put a hand on Milton’s shoulder. “A great battle is brewing. You know that we are at war, to force the Southern states to free the slaves. It is an honorable cause. Now the Southern army is moving north, and our own Union troops are going to meet them. The earth will tremble when those great armies clash! And it may very well be here on our own doorstep.”

“You’re scaring the child,” Fanny said.

“He will be a man soon, and he should know what is happening in the world,” Henry said. “It is his future too.”

Milton looked anxiously toward the front door. “But what can we do?”

Henry stroked his beard. “Some families are fleeing to the North.”

“We cannot leave the farm,” Fanny said. “I will not let those savage soldiers destroy my garden.”

“Some people are burying their money,” Henry went on. “That way, if Southern soldiers take over, they will not be able to steal.”

Fanny stood up with a swish of skirts. “We do not have that worry, anyway. We have no valuables.” She strode from the room.

Milton thought of the few coins he owned, hidden in a handkerchief in his room. He did not want anything to happen to them. He went to the front window and looked out, scanning the dusk for any sign of soldiers. “Papa! What is that strange light?”

Henry joined Milton by the window. They gazed out at a distant glow along the horizon. The orange light seemed to ooze into the sky. “That must be the battle,” Henry said. “Something is on fire. I hope our brave boys are all right.” Milton shivered, and Henry’s hand tightened on his shoulder. They watched in silence until Milton could not keep his eyes open any longer. Henry carried him to bed.
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