Dear Nancy:

I toyed with the family tree when I was working and somewhere along the line I dropped it.  Now that you have started I just may begin again.

I am afraid I have not much material for you, but I’ll gladly help put a few twigs on your tree.

There were three Nelson families of different blood: related only thru marriage.  Hence when I say I or my (I mean my brothers and sisters) including your Dad (ha).

Mother was a Nelson, then there was her brother Gust and his wife Sofie, both deceased who lived next door to us on Roosevelt Ct. in Sycamore, Ill.  Sophie was a bitch until she had a stroke shortly after I married in June 26, 1926, Laura and I would visit her, and Gust and she was good as pie.  Her one side was paralyzed but she could hobble along.  They had no children, only dogs.  She loved them better than children.  However, they did adopt an orphan (Ruth) what became of her I do not know.

Mother had two sisters that were twins, a brunette and a blond.  Your dad knows the brunette Aunt Bell Jacobson; they never had children as she had surgery which caused malfunction in reproductive organs back in 1910 which to my knowledge was the cancer of which she died of.  Her husband Gust was a tuck pointer in Chicago.  The ropes on a swing scaffold broke and he fell three stories into a brick pile, fractured his back plus internal injuries, was laid up for couple of years, he was well enough to travel by train and he escorted mother, Margaret, Walter, Ralph, and I do believe Ang to Iron River, Wisc. In May 1916 as I went with Dad in a 50 ft. boxcar on the Great Western to Wisc.  I’ll come back to this later.  However, Mother was due in Iron River on the A.M. train, she did not show and we hung around for the evening train.  We had the horses resting in the livery stable and we holed up at a hotel for the day.  (This was in the horse and buggy days).  Dad got inebriated before train time and I met the train and they were on it.  They had bought a ticket in Chicago for Iron River and did not specify Iron River, Wisc.  More over the agent sold them a ticket to Iron River, Michigan, thus they made out OK arrived ten hours late.

The other twin Aunt Josie (Josephine Carlson) lived in Chicago, her husband (Ritz) Alexander was a machinist.  He played the accordion and violin, he brought my first accordion to Sycamore in 1908.  He and Aunt Josie would take the train on weekends to visit us on weekends and we would meet them at the train with horse and buggy and there was always a pony (8th barrel of beer) in the basement when they came.  The keg of beer had a wooden spigot and how I loved to open it and have a swig when they were not looking.  This was prior to 1912 and I was 8 or 9.  It was bee,r the real McCoy as I have never tasted anything comparable since.  In fact, I quit drinking beer last July and feel fine.

Aunt Josie and Uncle Ritz have three girls and one boy.  (Aunt and Uncle are gone).  The oldest Alice and her husband are retired living in Sun City, Ariz. Near Aunt Ang.  Alice is an accomplished organ and piano player.  Her dad was in the military band in Sweden.  They played together at small dance halls on the south side of Chicago ages ago.  Alice told me many a rap on the head she had from dads violin bow when she erred.  She had a son and daughter so she is a grandma.  Her husband is a Norwegian plumber, they lived in Racine and he lost most of his eyesight with lye cleaning a drain.  He has not driven for years.

Then there is a daughter Angeline Anderson at La Porte, Ind. Her husband is a trucker and has his own road tractor and has hauled meat from Chicago to New York and Detroit for ages and I believe he is retired now.  I do hear from them at Christmas.

Then there is a widowed Grace who also lives in La Porte, I have not heard of her for sometime.

Leonard is the youngest, he is living in Three Oaks, Mich. A machinist for Allis Chalmbers.  He was in service in Europe and married an English girl.  However when I first came to Chicago, Len was about 10 and he has a son that recently got out of service.  However, they have a belated youngster 5 or 6 years old.

Hence, mothers youngest brother Nels Johnson and Clara live in DeKalb near Sycamore.  I visit them every year.  When he came to America from Sweden there were so many Nels Nelson’s, he changed to Johnson.  He and Aunt Clara are in the 80’s and have lived in the house for 50 years.  He bought the home from a cousin, Gust Saderberg.  Mother would take me along to visit her cousin by trolley to DeKalb when I was graduated from diapers and I recall how the home is the same as then, no alterations but immaculate neat and clean.  They have two sons, one lives in the same block and one in Baltimore.

Well this is all I know of the Nelsons on mother’s side at the moment.  On dad’s side were 2 Nelson’s.  Dad had 3 sisters to my knowledge and 2 brothers.  Hilda and Mina, his sisters, married Nelson’s.  Clara operated a brewery in Sweden.  After he death we were notified she had bequeathed her estate to the descendents.  After 2 years of getting all the relatives addresses and etc. a check was received and amounted to less than $300 a piece for dad’s children.  Big deal, it wound up it cost me $10 or more for postage to Sweden and mailing the fortune to my brothers and sisters.  What the other relatives received was less, as Gust in Whitehall told me of his dirty end of the stick.

Dad’s sister Hilda married a Nelson and he died when Gertrude, Emogene, and Bert were children.  He had a butcher shop in Sycamore, Ill., and Gertrude told me many customers owed him money and they never did get the accounts balanced.  This was in the days when you entered (meat market) the entire floor was covered with the wonderful aroma of sawdust.  It was removed every week and fresh saw dust replaced.

Aunt Hilda was a wonderful cook.  She went to work as a cook at Waterman Hall, a school for girls.  I never found out whether they were good or bad.  I know the premises were not fenced in and no bars on windows, however, I assume there must have been a fairly large group of females there.  There was and still is a large farm in conjunction with the college, the college was torn down a few years ago and apartments erected.

Aunt Hilda worked at the Municipal Hosp. In Sycamore and the kitchen was facing Edward St.  I recall a few times I would pass by and if she saw me she would beckon me in for pie or cake and goodies.  

Gertrude the oldest never married and she detested anyone who did.  I know for a fact when sister Margaret married she resented it.

Bert the son served his apprenticeship under dad.  I do recall the days when no school, I would bring lunch to dad and Bert would be mixing mortar or plaster with a hoe and he really could swing the hoe and the Bull Durham tag swinging out of his shirt pocket at the same time.  He was a working fool.  He worked his way up and was the best building engineer in the area.  Started out with homes and went into commercial.  He belonged to the Chamber of Commerce, etc.

Well I am getting ahead of myself.  In 1916 when my parents moved to Wisc., Bert went in company with Guy Signer, a plasterer and brick layer and they were awarded the contract for the High School.  North Ave. in Chicago leads into State St. in Sycamore and the school is on the main drag as you get into town.

This was in 1918 World War I and prices went up and Bert lost his pants.  Home and every conceivable possession he had, he lost.  He went to work as a dishwasher in a restaurant in Sycamore for a year and he really make a come back.

Prior to 1918 a carpenter or painter was on his own, he had his two wheeled cart loaded with his tools, etc.  This is not fiction, I have seen more of life than I can write about ever and I’ll contribute what little knowledge I have to you, as I am your oldest uncle and I appreciate your dad referring to me.

Getting back to Bert, dad’s protégé, he made an overwhelming recovery in the business category, had all the cart wheel tradesmen in town working for him.  He built the Fargo Hotel in Sycamore and Dad was foreman of the plasters.  Incidentally, Laura and I went to the Centennial and spent a few days there and enjoyed the grand dining room.  Ang. and Dot went with and they spent one day with us.

Bert also built the Fargo Theater and numerous homes.  His home was a mansion; I was fortunate to be invited two times for dinner.  His wife Sadie was a wonderful cook.  I found out in the last several years Gertie was never fond of Sadie.  I never knew why.  I received the information that Elouise their daughter was not Bert’s.

However, I recall mother and I went to see Sadie and the new baby.  Strange as it seems after a lifetime, the truth comes out.

Bert died in “47” and was told he was worth $250,000.  He had the Schlitz Beer Dist., in the area and the last time I saw Elouise was in “50” and she was in charge of the beer deal and the estate.

However, Laura and I saw Aunt Hilda on her deathbed when she was sick.  Gertrude lived with her until she ended in a hospital in Sycamore.

Gertie, as she was known, was Bert’s bookkeeper and secretary.  I am getting ahead of writing again, the mind works faster than the pen.

Bert consolidated all the cart wheel tradesmen and put them under his wing.  He had a shop; made doors, windows, cabinets, etc., no end.  Had a complete hardware stock and Cousin Rueben (come to him later) was in charge of hardware and material, in other words, shipping and deliveries as demanded on the jobs as required.

I took a vacation in 6/1/24.  Construction in N. Wisc., was slack and I had a stake of $100, it was something in those days.  I took a vacation which was not in the dictionary at the time.  I went to Minneapolis and visited a girlfriend, a wonderful person.  She was a sister in-law of Bed Bug.  I continued on to Illinois to see Aunts, Cousins, and Uncles.  I got to Sycamore and Bert nailed me, he needed men in construction.  I told him I was on vacation, that I had a stake and I was to have a vacation.  Well he talked me into it and he put me up board and room with another Nelson, no blood relation.  This was an experience.  I stayed and worked for him from the 4th of July to Thanksgiving, I was fortunate to earn board and room plus laundry at $11 a week.

It was a rainy year “24” and there were 3 of us in the concrete gang and Butz and Wally Grant, alcoholics never showed on Monday.  I have seen enough of alcoholics since then to where I do not want to get in that category.  I do enjoy a snort as well as the next hoodlum.

I left Bert’s employment Nov., 24.  Carl Borgeson a dear friend still living in Michigan enticed me to come to Chicago which I did.  It was rough, I went to a Labor Agency on Pulaske and Madison and put down $7 for the job.  This was in “24”.  However I had 3 leaves of absences and I was credited for 43 years of service when I retired. 

Well so much for Bert’s end, I believe I am giving you a lot of mould, and not enough for your tree, instead of fertilizer.

Gertrude was the chief of office, she was a good Christian, the church where I went to Sunday School – Church was first and Girtie was always the first one out and she would say hello.  I was 10 years old at the time.  The pastor was Albert Okerstrom, brother to T. N Okerstrom, father of P.W.  I recall when dad and I arrived at Port Wing, we made a call to T. N. Okerstorms office and “Pinky” as he was called, the Lutheran Minister of the church asked dad if he was a member and he said no, my children are.

Emogene was a daughter of Aunt Hilda, she did not stay in Sycamore, she went to Chicago, worked as a waitress and married a O’malley.

This about takes care of the second Nelson family, I do hope I am not giving you a load of rubbish – and if you find it, throw it in Lake superior and we will have to make coffee – In my travels there is nothing like the Great Lakes water.  I pay $38 a year, use all the water I need.

The other Nelson was Aunt Mina, a wonderful cook.  She married a Oscar Nelson, a devout Baptist.  They had Herbert, Ruth, and Reubin.  When we lived in Ill., Herb lost a leg.  Went to DeKalb 6 miles by trolley and missed the last trolley to Sycamore and hopped a freight.  He hopped off at Turner Brass Works where he worked and his leg got on the track and severed.  The watchman at the plant found him and Uncle Oscar told me the story of amputating, those days 1910 – no anesthetics.  You were tied down and ropes and doc. Would work with the saw.

How I dreaded to go to Aunt Minas after Herb (he was 6’4”) recuperated, he had trouble getting artificial leg to fit and what got me was to see a leg or two in a corner.  Yuk!  He did marry a Van Dusen but the marriage was short lived.  She was a red head and they are hard to get along with.

Then Ruth died of a brain tumor.  I do recall she clerked at McAllisters Dry Goods in Sycamore.  Mother would send me for thread, etc., and the money and goods wood go up on a hoist, thence on a trolley to cashier in balcony, then it would return with correct change and merchandise.  Ruth was a beautiful girl as I remember.  I was 10 or 12 years old, so what judgment did I have then?

We had a sister Grace that died in infancy 1908-1910, the year I am not sure.  The parents bought a lot in the cemetery and I would go with mom to put flowers on Grace’s grave.  Mom always went in the evening and they had iron gates and I always feared we would be locked in for the night.  The sexton was a hog butcher, he looked like a hog and drove a skinny horse in this travels.  Well, he and his son took care of the cemetery.  They were Afred and Laurence Stromberg, father and son.

Sorry Nancy, I have been thinking along the same lines as you.  However, you can omit some of the twigs and rubbage that you do not need for your tree.  Although a tree grows better with a little rubbage. Etc.

I have only told one person and you are asking history.  The folks sold the lot in the cemetery to Oscar Nelson to bury Ruth.  In the meantime, Ruth was buried and transferred to the lot our folks sold them.  In the meantime of transfer of corpse, Laurence I knew well, was helping with transfer of Ruth to the lot they purchased from the folks.  This may seem horrid or what not evidently not the required burial standards of today.  Well his father told me personally he had to take Laurence off the cemetery.  When they transferred Ruth he told his dad, “I am going  home,” for what his dad asked Laurence said to get a comb and comb Ruth’s hair.  Prior to this when we were in Sycamore as I said, his dad and this horses, Laurence one day took me for a sleigh ride, a toboggan I believe, behind a horse.  It was getting towards lunchtime and he said “did you ever have compressed air on a sandwich?”  I said no.  He said it comes in a jar.  Well when the ride ended eh told me to forget it.  The poor soul was killed in a train collision in Sycamore Main and Great Western R. R.

Then Rueben came to Port Wing a year before he married.  Dad and I were working on the flourmill at the time.  Oscar Franson and I made the blocks for the building.  I laid blocks on the Lundgren Block as it was known in them days.  Also the bank in Port Wing from start to finish.  I installed the vents in case any one is locked in, they will not suffocate.  Reuben came up at the time we were working on the flour mill must have been 1920, not too long ago.  It was a rainy day, he came in by stage, well I will not define the stage, you youngsters find out for yourself.  I never rode one, I consider myself fortunate and it was not four horse tandem, just a pair of plugs to pull the mail carriage from Iron River to Port Wing and back.  When spring came, John Tillman would get the Model T Ford and we would get mail at noon.  Better service than we get here in the city no a days.

Reuben was Aunt Minnie’s second son, a screwball, I almost drowned on account of him.  I was 7 or 8 and mother would go to Aunt Minnie’s on Park Ave. in P.M. for coffee clutch, well Reuben and three or four of his friends, I would say they were 15 years of age wanted to go to Kiskwaukee River to swim.  This Kiskwaukee River in my later years was only a drainage ditch.  Well I went with Reuben and his friends and to my sorrow, we had a good time wading and all, at least I did until Reuben and his friends were thru and Reuben told me I did not get my hair wet, and I said so what?  “I was wading.”  Well he said you did not get your hair wet and dunked me and I came up sputtering and blowing water, nose and all.  I told him eight years before he passed away of the incident and this I have feared water since.

Dear Nancy, there may not be many twigs to put on your tree, I am pouring out what I know and more to come.  Some dirty words and I will tell you what I remember as I know your dad never met the aunts and uncles, and cousins that I know.  However, I can give you a fair run down on all.  (This even happened when I was ten, Reuben came to Port Wing when I was 18, I am getting ahead of myself.)

Now the Gustafson’s.

Uncle Oscar to my knowledge was the oldest, a bachelor, he was buried the day Stan Jr. born.  He was in his late 70’s, not a gray hair.  He had a team of white broncos and they were branded.  He did plowing, etc. small plots in Sycamore.  He unloaded coal from a gondola at Turner Brass Works by hand, I should say shovel.  He would finish the car of coal and come to the folks and they would give him a bite to eat.  He did not believe in soap and water and smelled the same.  He would get inebriated as long as he had a buck.  Many times he would stable the horses, unharness them and drop down and sleep with them.  He was not neat and Bert would take him under his wing and give him a bath once a month and a shave. 

Shortly after we moved to Port Wing in 1916, he wrote dad he planned to drive to Port Wing from Sycamore, 500 miles with his ponies.  Well he never did get started, thank the Good Lord.

The other Gustafson was Adolph who landed in Whitehall, Mich.  He bought 40 acres from a party that had originally bought it from the Indians.  I visited Gust a few years ago and he showed me the abstract, a yellowed paper, this is a fact. 

I never met Uncle Adolph and things were rough; he worked on the slab wagon at the sawmill there until a man sawed into came sliding down the chute and he quit then and there.

Gust is an interesting character.  He swept the school, one room, and built a fire in the stove for $.50 a month which the teacher paid out of his pocket.  The teacher was getting $16 a month.

Gust came to Sycamore in 1908 and stayed with the folks for a while.  He was a good farm hand.  He had no trade and was an all around man.

His last years in Sycamore, he worked for Turner Brass Works, in the meantime, the old Homestead had been sold.  There was talk of oil on it and a speculator from Peoria bought it and Gust looked him up before he retired.  The party wanted $8,000 and Gust talked him down to $1,400.  He sleeps in the room where he was born. He is sentimental and he lives in the past.  He has a garden and the soil is sand.  He can not drive any more, he lost the sight of an eye years ago and last time I heard from him, anyone with a car can live rent free providing they take him to town shopping, etc.  Of course, they have to feed themselves.

He has a sister Ida Anderson in Muskegon.  She had a stroke and uses a walker.  A sister Judy Youngman at Sycamore and a sister Edna Mobeck of DeKalk.  Gust and his sisters are 68-82 up in my age class.

I believe I have given the relatives a run down.  However Reuben has a son who has an infant store in Sycamore (Simple Simon) sells infant’s clothes, etc., and he has a sister in Genoa – six miles north of Sycamore.

As to information, the only old timers are Gust, Ida, Edna and Judy.

Edna Mobeck – 601 DeKalb Ave. DeKalb, Ill 60115

Ida Anderson – 1225 – 5th St. Muskegon, Mich. 49441

Judy Youngman – 239 N. Cross St. Sycamore, Ill 60178

Nels Johnson – 727 N. 10th St. KeKalb, Ill 60115

(Note from Nancy Gustafson  -1975-:  I wrote to these people – quite a few died and the others didn’t know anything.)

They can give you more information of their family than I.  I remember Gust when I was eight years old.  Judy or Edna, I am sure, can give you a run down on their family although Gust has a wonderful memory.

You did ask of my run down and I could sit here and write until heaven comes, but I shall put on another twig on your tree.

To begin with, I will say I have had a very varied and interesting life and have met some remarkable people.

But now that I have reached “the end game” the figures that still stand out are the people to whom, in different ways I have been bound by affection.  Not only are they the people I most vividly remember but I realize it is only thru them that I have learned anything about life at all.

All my past life that has not faded into mist has passed through the filter not of my mind, but of my affections.

I was 12 years of age when the folks left Sycamore late April for Wisc. In 1916, dad go a 50’ box car brand new.  A 50’ car was immense in those days.  We had household furniture belongs, a farm wagon, brand new – steel wheels from Wards, the wagon was fine in the fields but on the clay roads in Port Wing, it was I won’t say.  We had a spring wagon which was good.  Two white horses and 10 bales of hay and a kerosene stove set up for cooking.  Everything set up fine the night of departure at 11 P.M., all the relatives came down to wish us well.  Dad and I, (mother, Margaret, Walter, Ralph, had left to stay with Aunt Bell and Gust until dad and I had a house built).  On the 40, that dad bought from Gust Nelson, a good  church member, and had a large farm near Cortland, five miles south of Sycamore – Sominayk Ave. in Sycamore and straight out south.  I know the farm, I was with dad when he poured a concrete slab in the hog pen so they could throw the corn on the slab to keep the ears from being mired in the mire.  This slab was 25’ by 30’.  The farmers had 40 – 75 hogs and corn was plentiful.

Well on starting out the inspector came along and said no open fames, so there went the kerosene stove which we hoped to cook meals, etc.  However, I was hiding  and animals 1 man per car.  Well I had a cozy nook, 6 bales hay formed a square to hold spring and mattress and a hole where I could crawl under when the train stopped.  What a ride, horse manure and urine plus dad’s and mine for 5 days.  I think it was at least 4.  We took the Great Western to Dubuge, Ia. To St. Paul, to Superior, to Iron River.  When we left Sycamore the grass was green and we got to St. Paul all trains going south were snow covered and I thought are we going to the North Pole?

Arrived at Iron River and snow.  Rested the horses at livery stable and put up at the Eau Claire House.  It sure was nice to get into a warm room after riding a cold boxcar 4 days.

After a few days, we headed for Port Wing in a spring wagon; the road was mire of mud and the horses sunk in over the fetlocks.  We stayed with Oscar Olson about a week and went back to Iron River, unloaded the car and stored furniture and belongings in a warehouse until the roads improved.

We went back to Oscars and a few days later he showed us the forty that dad had bought.  It was east of Oscars, nothing but ravines and so steep I had to slide on my butt going down them.  Dad had paid $200 down which was sizable amount in those days and decided not to accept the land and rented the Grand View Farm on the Iron River Rd., across from the Hjalmer Gustafson  farm.  On this property was an abandoned logging camp, the barn must have stabled 50-60 horses and it was unusable.  Then I recalled the bunk house and dining quarters.  These buildings were made of 18 to 24 inch wide white pine lumber.  The house was a 2 story with painted siding and a large front porch.

We lived there 3 years and then bought 50 acres from Eric Johnson.  There was plenty of water in creek, which was a blessing.  The other farm had no water and during winter one man had all he could do to cut wood for the house and melting snow for horses and cows.  We had a large abandoned cook stove from the camp which se up in camp office and melted snow for water there.  In the summer or when no snow we hauled household water in barrels from Uncle Olson’s.

Well in 1924, I went back to where I cam from and I am still here.  There were so many about the same age, during the winter there was no work, some went to Detroit, Cleveland, Peoria, Mpls, Chicago and they are still there.

I hope I have here a start for you and will send it on to you.  I do not have any old photos and if I find out about any, will inform you.

Doing this has been a pleasure and I hope you do well with what little I know.

Sincerely yours,

Uncle Stan

PS

I do have a lot more history of myself.  Life in Port Wing hauling material for the home on the 50 acres from Iron River and upsetting twice on the road.  Windows and frames, lath, plaster, flooring, etc. (no plumbing)

We started out for home the weather was mild and when the weather was mild the sleighs would not track and over we would go load and all.  We tipped twice on the trip home and arrived at midnight.  The sleighs bought from a well driller in Port Wing were OK on frozen snow but on thaw, nix.  Dad had them down to Olaf Bodeens and he put on cast iron bunkers to no availe.

In my last years on Port Wing I worked for Ed Danielson, he was a blacksmith and the three months I learned a lot from him.  He taught me to drive a car (23) standing in garage.  When his brother John sold us a Baby Overland he came to the farm and picked me up to teach me to drive.  Well we drove to Bergstrom’s farm and he said you take over.  Well I did and he said where the hell you been, you can handle the car better than I.

To my thinking old John wanted a ride to Iron River to have a snort.  Well we went to Howard’s Hill and he said OK, turn back and I do not know if JD had his drink or not.  He had the agency of Marchell Wells International and Overland at the time, plus hardware, plaster, cement, etc.

However, Nancy, I can tell you more of my history and if you want I can write you some more.

Love Uncle

2/8/72 had a letter from Gust yesterday and he mentioned you wanted some help.  He was bring a mattress down from upstairs, slipped fell headfirst, says he is fortunate he did not break his neck.  Judy and Edna spent a little time with him.  He says he could use a nurse.  He said he would write to you.

My Dad’s mother butchered hogs.  The last hog she butchered bit her, she died from the poisoning.  I never heard anything of grandpa.  Mother’s dad was a fisherman lost at sea.

