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Letter to Hurl from George R. Shier 

 

NOTE:  The following is a letter written to Henry Hurlburt Shier by his brother George 

Raymond Shier on the occasion of Hurl’s 65
th

 Birthday in 1966.  It is a wonderful memoir 

of childhood on a Kansas farm and a view of a life that has passed into history.  Hurl was 

about 3 ½ years older than George. 

 

Dear Hurl, 

 

There are times when a special occasion requires special effort and this seems to be such.  

As I shoveled snow today, I fell to thinking about those times long ago when you and I 

were out after every storm with the big grain scoops making paths about the buildings and 

just for fun.  A big brother was probably more of an asset than a little brother, and there 

were times when we fought over the problems, but mostly these make very dim memories 

compared to the bright ones. 

 

There were those days while we were at school when the wind was sharp and strong from 

the northwest and we would crawl through the hedge fence that stretched all the way, 

more than 3/4 mi., to Poheta School and walk in its shelter to and from and even then 

there were times when the frost nipped us and we arrived with white spots in our skin 

where freezing was beginning to set in.  We played Indian ball, a forgotten sport where 

the ball was placed on a teeter-totter board a couple of feet long and struck on one end 

with all our might.  The ball on the other rose high and we both ran to catch it as it fell. 

 

You were a dedicated trapper and hunter and many were the skunks, civet cats, muskrats 

and opossums that you caught, skinned and later sold.  Eventually, I was allowed to help 

with this which meant getting up early, helping with the barnyard chores, eating breakfast 

and then trudging a mile or so of trap line before arriving at school by 9:00 AM.  

Generally, were careful about the skunks and civets and seldom were sprayed by skunk 

perfume, although I remember once before you learned, you caught it.  Mother was 

provoked and your clothes were out in a shed for a long time before you were allowed to 

wear them.  At school, some of the boys were not so careful and came to the school 

wearing a smell that could be noticed afar and once or twice were sent home. 

 

I remember a day when we went fishing in the slough along the north road and caught a 

lot of bullheads after a rain.  It was shorter to cut across fields on the way home which we 

did.  The field was listed (a lister was a farm implement used to cultivate the ground) into 

ridges and furrows and it was gumbo.  Pounds of mud clung to our feet and each step had 

to be a long one across to the top of the next ridge.   For my short legs, it was torture and I 

won't ever forget that walk with huge gumbo clumps clinging to my feet. 

 

And there was the day when we had driven cattle on horseback to the west, perhaps 

Stephens or beyond.   On the way home down in the bottoms, a northwest thundershower 

came up that we could not outrun.  A sudden chill wind loaded with torrents of rain fell, 

and we were intensely miserable.  Beyond a bit was Billie Greenwood's little house and 
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barn and we urged our horses to shelter.  Billie saw us coming and braved the rain to let 

us in his barn with the horses and then took us in his little house and helped us dry out 

until the storm was over.  Good old bachelor Billie.  His place has long since been 

removed and plowed over. 

 

Roxie, the Shetland Pony.  How often we would set off, you in the saddle and I clutching 

you around the waist behind and just as often I seem to recall, she would be provoked by 

her burden and, picking what she considered to be a suitable time, would suddenly buck 

and rear until I at least was thrown off.  You would dismount and lash her in punishment, 

but she never really lost her pleasure in treating us rough.  But sometimes we would hitch 

her up to a sled with a box on it and then she behaved better and we often had happy rides 

over the snow, sometimes to school in the sled. 

 

Later, there were those winter nights when Gypsum Creek froze and the word went about 

that a skating party would be held.  Young people of all ages arrived after supper at the 

creek.  Large fires were started along the bank amid a merry crowd which would skate up 

and down the winding creek between fires with the older boys skating arm and arm with 

their girls.  We would ride over on horseback, tie our horse or horses to a tree and join the 

fun. 

 

Going for sand was another big event.  Dad had three teams and three wagons.  We would 

set off, Dad in front with the big greys, Bob and Maud, you would come behind with Dot 

and 'Dosha and I would straggle along with the slow bays, Pat and Lady.  It was about six 

miles to the sand bank along the river and there was ample time as we trotted along to 

look over the fields, the neighbors and see the rabbits and birds.  We were too small to 

help shovel the sand into the wagons and Dad, at that time cured of his arthritis, would 

bring up big slips of sand from the shallow water behind Bob and Mud and then shovel 

them into the three wagons.  While he did this, we played in the shallow waters of the 

Smoky Hill River.  Once, when we were playing about a log you felt a fish swim past 

your feet into a V-shaped space between two big tree branches.  You had me set down to 

block the outlet, then you felt in the water and eventually got a big 2 ft carp by the gills 

and lugged him to Dad, much to his astonishment. 

 

And there was the day we went duck hunting on the big slough over beyond the old Peck 

place across Gypsum Creek.  It was a cool cloudy day and I don't remember if we got any 

ducks, but you discovered fish were in old Muskrat holes along the edge of the slough.  

We found an old leaky bucket and reaching back into the holes at the pain of sharp jabs 

from the bullhead spines, we filled the bucket and went home thrilled with our luck.  

Mother made us put the bullheads, which didn't expire easily, into the water tank where 

the horses drank for a few days, saying they were too full of mud to eat until they had 

been in clean water for a few days. 

 

Remember those water tanks, full of cold water.  We would bring our horses in from a 

hot day plowing or other field work.  They would eagerly plunge their mouths and often 

nostrils into the water to drink deeply and we would lean over and dip or heads in the 
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cool water, then straighten up and let the water dry and cool our heads in the hot sun.   

And some days  we would be permitted to play in a tank full of 
 
water just as children 

today are allowed to swim in a pool.  Later, we would sneak off on hot Sundays when 

there was no work and swim Grandpa Rawlins pond over in the far part of the east 

section, or even strip off our clothes and paddle around in the little puddles in our 

pastures and fields.   Some days we would be allowed to go to Stephens and swim with 

them in Gypsum creek, all as naked as birthday suits.   Or there was the place in Gypsum 

creek near the road to Kipp where the Kipp boys gathered to swim, had a small diving 

board and sometimes in season roasted corn from a nearby field. 

 

We liked to go to Winslows when melons were ripe.  There we usually went with the 

Winslow children to the patch and ate all the melon we could crack open, sometimes just 

eating the melon hearts and I still think of those cool sweet juicy melons as the best I ever 

ate. 

 

Some of the games we played at school and the socials were: Blackman, Run Sheepie 

Run, New Orleans, Prisoners base, Anti-over,  One-old-cat, Knockup.  Those socials 

were something to remember.  They were held about a farmhouse at night.   Japanese 

lanterns stretched about on wires for light, kids playing Hide-and-seek and shrieking.  

Adults gathered in groups talking and gossiping, lots of cake and ice cream.  All 

neighbors, seldom a stranger. 

 

Farm sales were days to remember.  For one reason or another, a farmer was selling out 

his machinery, tools and livestock and if he was moving out of state, probably his 

household furniture.   Henry Mormon was often the auctioneer.   For the kids, it was a 

real holiday.  Nickels for plenty of pop; and bologna sandwiches were usually free to 

attract customers.  Everything had to be explored.  Sometimes there was hay in the mow 

to play in and to jump on from high above. 

 

Among the chores when we were small was gathering fuel.  The old kitchen range had to 

have cobs and small wood.  We would be sent out to the hog lot or cob pile, or out to the 

grove to bring in small sticks in dry weather.  Mother sometimes went along to help and 

supervise.  We would load the little wagon and haul them to the house and fill the wood 

box that stood by the range.  Other times, there would be a big pile of cut wood and we 

would carry it in by armfuls.   In the cold mornings, Dad would be up early, start a fire 

with a cob soaked in kerosene from a can kept for that purpose, in the kitchen.  Then he 

would be off to the barn until called for breakfast.   In harvest and plowing time, you or I 

would be called or both to help out. Getting in the horses was one of our early morning 

chores, perhaps while the stars were still in the sky, we would be out on foot, or bareback 

on Old Bill with cracking blacksnake urging the reluctant horses to the barn for oats, 

harnessing and 10 hours of field work.  I can still thrill to riding pell-mell bareback on 

Bill, cracking the whip to get the horses rounded up in the red light of pale dawn.  How 

Bill loved that work. 
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In 1917, you were too young to be drafted for World War I,  but you could be in the 

Home Guards.  I was too young for that at 12, but not too young to go along and watch 

you drill.  We went to Gypsum.  We had the Maxwell at that time.  You would pick up 

Isaac Haley and Carol Currie, your best friends and go to Gypsum for drill.  Before the 

war was over, you had a uniform and marched in the victory parade in Salina.  You 

wanted a tent and the folks bought one and you pitched it out north of the house under an 

oak tree one summer and slept in it at night.  Sometimes I slept there too but not as 

regular as you did, mostly I was there when it was hot in the house. 

 

One of the chores during long rainy spells was greasing harness. Dad let us help.  We put 

on old clothes and went to the barn.  Dad gave each of as a pot of neatsfoot oil and we 

rubbed the oil over all sides of the harness of which there was enough for at least 15 

horses counting the driving harness.  It was a long job and messy and smelly but 

somehow, I never minded it so much. 

 

There were gophers to trap.  The county paid a nickel for each gopher scalp.  Fall and 

spring especially, we were out with gopher traps and collected a good many in the alfalfa 

field.  We took the scalps with the pockets and put them in salt in a bucket.  Then 

occasionally, we would cash them in at the courthouse after they had gingerly been 

counted by a clerk.   Sometimes we would be able to get a few nestling crows to add to 

the salt bucket.  They too were worth a nickel and obtained after a difficult climb up a 

thorny  hedge tree or tall cottonwood. 

 

Before 1916, the cellar under the old house was a dark room fragrant with the vinegar 

barrel, potatoes, carrots, turnips, onions, salted and smoked pork, cider from our apples 

some years plus lots of glass jars of fruit, vegetables, jams and pickles.  Some years there 

were melons, squash and pumpkins.  It was quite a trip for a small boy to go down into 

that dark redolent place, where cream was pungent and milk was clabbering for cottage 

cheese. 

 

Another job was milking.  Usually the milk cows had calves in late summer or early fall.  

The wheat would come up green and the milk cows would pasture on the wheat.  There 

was the trip on Roxie out across the fall green wheat to round up the cows and bring them 

in for milking, then putting ground grain and bran into the mangers, milking into the big 

tinned buckets and by the time we did most of it,  there was a cream separator to turn at a 

certain speed to skim off the cream from the fresh milk, then the hungry calves were 

given the warm skimmed milk, each in his own bucket, but first the new calves had to 

learn to drink from a bucket, something the calf did not want to do.  The calf had to be 

held with his head between the knees, one dipped fingers in the milk, then into the mouth 

of the calf to suck, then pushed the calf head with fingers in his mouth down into the 

milk.  The calf resisted, butted and often milk was spilled before much went down the 

calf’s throat.  Blue overalls were spattered.  But after several days the calf learned and 

greedily drank his bucket of milk. 
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In winter, there was the big bobsled.  When snow came, the sled was assembled with a 

wagon box on it.  This was used to haul in hay and corn fodder for the cattle.  Many the 

mouse hunt we had when the last bundles of fodder were loaded on the sled and the 

unhoused mice ran for cover that was not there.   Trips were made to Kipp in the big 

bobsled, horses merrily trotting along with sleigh bells loudly jingling on their harness.  

Those sleigh bells were the mark of the winter and its holidays.   Prairie hay would line 

the bottom of the wagon box to make a soft flooring to insulate from the cold.  We 

children would huddle there on the hay with the big warm horse blankets thrown over us 

as the horses trotted, the bells jangled and the runners slid along the road.  Upon arrival, it 

was the horses that got the blankets  thrown over them and pinned or buckled under their 

necks to keep their backs and steaming flanks warm until time to drive home.  It was a 

way of life that seems gone forever.   It had drawbacks.   Horses were often unreliable.   

They kicked people.  They ran away and upset wagons, buggies and carts, throwing 

people out and breaking bones.  Other horses bucked, reared and threw riders.  Clifford 

Waddle's father got his leg cut in a corn binder when he was caught by a team that 

suddenly lunged forward as he worked in front of the binder.  John MacFarlane saw it and 

dashed to help.  Dad was called, but they didn't know how to stop the blood flow with a 

tight tourniquet.  Transfusions were unknown and he lost his life, before a doctor could 

arrive. 

 

Our Shier grandparents lived in Salina.  They had a coal furnace and electric lights.   

Sometimes we stayed with them for a town holiday.  It was a big event to stay there and 

play with the neighbor children.  Those cold winter trips to Grandma in Salina took a lot 

of preparation.  Bricks and jugs of hot water were heated to be placed at ones feet in the 

carriage or buggy under the heavy horse robes and lap blankets.  On some trips, one got 

out and walked up the hills for exercise and warmth.  Then the trip home was often after 

dark; perhaps cloudy and pitch dark.  Nothing to be seen, only the clop-clop of the horse 

hooves on the hard pack track.  But the horse could see better and knew the road home.  

Old Pet, the driving horse always stopped and cautiously walked over every culvert, a bit 

suspicious of holes.  Dad knew every culvert on the 14 mile trip and could tell where we 

were as Old Pet walked over each one, then trotted on to the next one.   Or he could tell 

by the steepness of hills we went up and down.  We little knew at the time that those 

noisy machines that roared down our road now and then would soon bring that life to an 

end, a great turning point in history when the man-horse combination of countless ages 

would come to an end. 

 

It all came to an end rather quickly mostly during World War I.  By 1915, we had the new 

Maxwell Touring Car with starter and electric lights.  By 1917, we had a new home to 

live in with electric lights and water pump and a bathroom and by 1920 a tractor was 

displacing horse power.  By 1929, the change was complete.  Combines had come to 

harvest the wheat.  Horses were no longer needed.  The Model T Ford had done its work 

and passed out of production.  Horse acres were turned to other uses and overproduction 

struck the farms and the great Depression triggered by all these agricultural and industrial 

changes had arrived.  For United States, it was a complete change.  The airplane was in 

the skies.  Life would never again be so simple as it now looks in hindsight.  But was it 
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really simple?   Or was it just at the end of a long trail of horse culture and in its way just 

as complicated as the era to follow? 

 

Its easy to fall to remembering that life but today offers much more to the elders than did 

those days.  Then there were fewer elders.  One by one they dropped away from ills that 

today become harmless when blocked by medical care.  Today  the elder with his 

switches and levers can still live a robust life.   No wood to cut, horses to harness, land to 

hoe, crops to thresh. 

 

But remember once we shocked wheat under a burning sun, or in a blistering wind.  Cool 

water or lemonade was drink for the Gods.  Food, any kind of food was never better.  And 

at dusk, the warm wind blew softly over weary bodies.  Cows mooed to their calves.  

Horses snickered and snorted.  Overhead the nighthawks circled and swooped sending 

down their booming, harsh notes.  Somehow one recalls years and feels that life then was 

good despite one room schools, cold rooms, hard labor and the burn of' sun and cold. 

 

And its pleasant to have a brother who also remembers and lived in those years. 

 

George Raymond Shier 

December 1966 


