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In 1900, the parents of Joe Beenenga moved to the small, quiet town of Mittelhausen in northern Germany. Joe wasn’t born there until May 31, 1907 and became part of a family that included three brothers and two sisters. The grade school he attended was located three miles outside of town and life in early 1900s Germany was the true definition of hard times. The United States was far from the only country in the world to suffer through the long, painful years of a crippling Depression. Joe’s father was a bridge tender on the nearby canal but had to go off to fight in World War I, leaving oldest son Theodore to take responsibility for the family. Food was incredibly scarce and the children were forced to trap sparrows and blackbirds, gather spilled grain at harvest time as farmers left the fields and collect the bottoms of cattails in an effort to put together daily meals. Most food was rationed with families being allowed only one half pound of oleo per week. Joe recalls an incident in which he and his sister were punished after eating nearly the entire portion of weekly oleo on the way home from the store.
In 1920, Joe entered high school, making a long seven mile walk to Emden each time he attended classes. After two years he traded his books for a job in a grocery store. A job usually means a paycheck but there would be no money for his labor as Joe worked free for three years just to learn the trade. He wasn’t allowed to wait on customers for the first year, most of his duties consisted of stocking and delivering groceries. During this time the German economy continued to stumble and all money was declared worthless at one point. The Beenenga family had savings of nearly 12,000 marks that the government decided was now of no value. Once Joe’s three years of unpaid training were finished, he was allowed to manage another grocery store for two years until 1927 when he was just 20.
It was while running this small market that Joe developed the urge to travel and began writing to his Uncle Ado Beenenga in America, making plans to come to the States. A required interview with the American Consulate in Bremen was first, followed by a two year wait since the United States gave preference to immigrant farm workers over all others. Finally, in early February, 1928, brothers Henry and Theodore took Joe by train to the shipyard where he was to board the SS Berlin for New York. The overcrowded ship carried 300 crew members and 800 passengers from various European countries. Joe’s destination was 609 South 4th Street, Oregon, Illinois. Having little money and speaking almost no English, the young immigrant tried to imagine his future in a new country.

The ocean trip was not without a certain amount of excitement, even danger. After a huge onboard celebration in honor of Lincoln’s birthday, the Berlin was battered for two days by a near-hurricane storm that forced the crew to tie down everything that could possibly move. Days later, the ship was in the Atlantic waters off Newfoundland when thoughts of the Titanic disaster filled everyone’s minds as dense fog, icebergs and an absence of radar meant the Berlin had to slow to almost a standstill. The massive liner managed to avoid serious trouble and within days it steamed into New York Harbor. A cabin steward gave each passenger a card to pin to their coats that would help taxi drivers know where to take them. Joe was to leave New York by train, then pass through Washington, D.C. on his way to Chicago.
The 24-hour trip to the Windy City was filled with nervous anticipation as Joe constantly wondered what lay ahead. Once on board a train to Oregon he had only enough money to buy a package of dry, salty crackers from a porter. And then the last leg of the long journey was over as the train pulled in to Oregon at about 2:00 in the morning with a dozen or more people, including Uncle Ado, waiting to greet Joe at the station. It was now nearly March of 1928 and only two weeks would be spent at the home of Uncle Ado and Aunt Lucy before the early farming season would begin and Joe could be hired out for field work.

With no experience at farming, the only way for Joe to learn was by doing. He would be paid just $35 per month, about half the rate of a journeyman but he was considered a greenhorn. Since top priority was given to paying Uncle Ado back for financing his trip, Joe would find little opportunity to save money. The work was grueling and the hours long. Before the spring plowing began, the rookie farmhand learned how to milk the cows and harness horses. When April rolled in it was time to head to the fields where Joe walked behind a team of four horses and a harrow, breaking up about 40 acres of ground per day. The routine consisted of waking at 5:00 a.m., having breakfast, watering and feeding the horses then manning the harrows until lunch. More plowing filled the afternoon hours until it was time for supper, after which the cows had to be milked. Joe remembers there being no car or TV, so the evening entertainment involved listening to the radio and since he understood little English and 5:00 came early, he simply went to bed.
During the summer, the morning’s first job was to get the cows from pasture to barn. The late season hay was cut by hand and loaded onto wagons then unloaded by pitchfork at the barn. All planting and plowing was done with one and two row cultivators and the maximum yield for corn was usually 50 to 60 bushels per acre. Neighbors often helped out during harvest time but Joe recalls one such farmer having a cranky Holstein bull that chased him up a fence one day, forcing him to smack the huge animal across the nose with a post.

When he first arrived at the farm Joe met the Bluemeyer boys, James and Elmer, who lived three miles away. Each Sunday the two brothers stopped by to pick him up and they would spend the day visiting area sights in an old Model T Ford. James and Elmer were part of a large family, their mother being quite the good cook she would always have Joe stay for a big Sunday supper feast. It was like being a welcome member of another family.

There was little to do on a farm in the winter months, just basic chores for which Joe was not paid, instead receiving free room and board. But the growing season was full of back breaking labor and the fall signaled harvest time so the corn was picked and shucked by hand as workers walked the fields loading horse drawn wagons with the ears. After this first year of aches, pains and blisters, Joe had saved enough money to pay his uncle back for his trip. The next year he was hired out to a farm to the north near Byron, Illinois. It was around this time he became homesick for his family and wrote his parents who then asked Joe’s boss from the grocery store to please send him the money for a return trip. He was kind enough to do so but when Joe received the money he decided to return it, realizing the old ways of Germany were not what he wanted. It seemed Joe Beenenga had found a new home.
A change in jobs occurred the following year and highway construction became Joe’s next pursuit. He earned $65 per week for driving a service truck and running a cement mixer on the new road from Rochelle to Oregon. But in 1932 he took ill and could not work for weeks, and was forced to rest on the nearby farm of George and Henrietta Klaus until he was well. In 1933, the Depression caused the banks in Oregon and Rochelle to close and Joe lost all of his savings. He had only 100 dollars stashed for emergency use so one day he took off work to visit the World’s Fair in Chicago. Feeling bold, Joe decided the very next day to get a $10 bus ticket to New York. Things were tougher in America than he’d hoped and it was now time to return to his homeland. He stayed in a cheap hotel for a week before securing a job as a bellhop on a German passenger liner. Even though this ship would not have to endure adverse weather and evade icebergs, the trip did have its problems. A few days out to sea the crew had a party and Joe admits he may have had a bit too much beer. He awakened to discover his savings of nearly $100 had been stolen with no hope for its recovery. Thanks to passenger tips and coworker donations, Joe stepped from the ship with enough money to buy a train ticket from Hamburg to Mittelhausen. He had been gone for five years and found all his family was doing well but it took only a few months for boredom to set in.
By 1933, Adolph Hitler had taken power in Germany and knowing that Joe wanted to return to America, his brother and sister asked him to go with them to a local meeting where the Führer would be speaking about the great new future. He declined, explaining that nothing could surpass the taste of American freedom he’d just experienced. Hitler’s Germany was becoming harsh and Joe remembers that on certain Sundays families could cook only one meal and had to turn over the extra food money to two soldiers who would walk right into the kitchen. Knowing this practice angered her son, Joe’s mother asked him to stay in a back room during these exchanges to avoid a confrontation. 
In an effort to keep him from returning to America, Joe’s parents offered to pool their savings and buy him his own grocery store, but he informed them that life as a simple laborer in the States was better than owning his own business in Germany. With his one year traveling permit nearly expired, Joe’s folks reluctantly agreed to give their son his share of their estate, which wasn’t much but allowed him to purchase a ticket back to his new country. After arriving in New York, Joe had enough money left for bus fare to Chicago but none for food so a porter at the bus station persuaded him to see his company’s president during a stop in Cleveland and ask for a small loan. After hearing his story, the man agreed to lend Joe some money, asking only that he include German stamps to add to his collection when sending back the loan.

It was at this time that Uncle Ado was working on a farm near Tonica. Joe caught a bus from Chicago to LaSalle and was taken to the Pat Alleman farm to work for a starting wage of only $15 per month while his uncle labored on a farm near Farm Ridge. They would get to spend Sundays together when Ado came to Tonica for a visit on each of their days off. Alleman gave Joe a raise to $30 per month in his second year and by now he was spending the little spare time he had with Evelyn Signer, marrying her on January 15, 1938, the same year he became a U.S. citizen.

The following year Joe purchased a used truck and began a new venture by hauling milk from area farms to the Tonica Cheese Factory. The hours were brutal and so was the pace but he somehow managed to maintain a grueling 7 day a week work schedule for nearly 10 years. By the late ‘40s it was time for another change and Joe and Evelyn finally got the chance to own their own farm. After leaving family and friends years earlier to start life in a strange new country, Joe Beenenga, a German immigrant who arrived in America with limited skills, empty pockets and high hopes, was about to reach for his dream.
There was a small farm of 60 acres for sale near Grand Ridge so Joe decided this was his chance. He was able to buy the property for $5,000 after securing a loan from the Tonica Bank that would require him to repay $1,000 per year, plus interest, for five years. In 1938, that same year he became a U.S. citizen, Joe and Evelyn also became landowners. The small farm they lived on was nothing but long, tedious work since there was no machinery to help in the daily grind. But the idea of owning livestock appealed to the new landowner and since the farm also lacked animals Joe sold it in order to buy a smaller 40 acre spread near Cedar Point. The price was $1,250, which included some livestock and again the Tonica Bank agreed to lend the money.

The land was poor and choked with weeds so Joe paid John Case for 50 loads of manure once he had gotten the ground ready for it. But this meant borrowing more money to purchase a new manure spreader, a move that paid off by the next year when the corn crib was filled to the top. It took a lot of time and the work was exhausting, but Joe and Evelyn were finally making a go of it.

After sons John and Gene were born, the time seemed right to become a small business owner so Joe sold the farm and bought the little store in Lowell. Uncle Ado was immediately allowed to build a modest restaurant in the north side of the building. Most of the profit from selling the farm was used to fix the building and purchase major items including a new meat case and slicer. Joe and his growing family were fortunate enough to live in the small house next to the store during this time. Not being a man to pass on a chance to try a new venture, Joe soon started a feed business handling Nutrina products. This type of enterprise was wide open in those days but, again, the work was difficult, with bags of chicken and cattle feed weighing 100 pounds each. The feed would come to Lowell in railroad cars and once it was unloaded, Joe and company representative Al Garrison would travel to the surrounding area’s farms to sell their wares. The selling was easy but collecting the money was often a problem.

By 1950, Joe had been regularly sending food packages from the store to his parents in Germany. In 1952 he decided to visit them and loaded a trunk with hard to buy food items like tea and sugar and traveled by Swedish liner to his homeland. But when Joe arrived in Germany he was shocked to see how things had changed. His hometown and everything he once knew had been ravaged by the brutality of the war, and his visit would be short, lasting only three weeks.

When he returned from the trip he worked in the Lowell store for two more years, then in early 1955 Joe started the grain elevator business in Tonica. This was yet another tough undertaking since the store had to be sold and extra money needed to be borrowed to get the business going. With the help of his sons and Chum Hiltabrand, a friend who taught him the business, Joe had taken another risk, but one that would turn out to be his biggest success.

With the elevator providing a decent income and now realizing he and his family would be able to travel, Joe found the time over the next several years to make a few trips back to Germany. In 1960 and ’62 he would make solo ocean crossings by passenger liner to his homeland, but in 1968 Evelyn and son Gene would accompany him on what would be their first time in the air as they crossed the Atlantic by plane. With his sons taking care of the elevator, Joe would be able to visit Germany again in 1972 and 1976.

There was a period in 1968 that the business needed to expand and Joe recalls the idea meeting with strong opposition from the Tonica Village Board. This project would take time and effort, a common theme in Joe’s life, but eventually, by 1978, the present day elevator was built on 10 acres of land just outside of town. Six new bins and a dryer were put up, each bin holding 50,000 bushels but ultimately the company would become so successful that it would need to expand again, adding bigger and better bins. In 1982 Joe would make another trip to Germany, and this time all four of his sons would be at his side.

Author’s Note

As the so-called “author” of this extremely condensed biography of Joe Beenenga, I had no idea what I was getting into. Lowell provided me with a videotape he had made of his father relating the story of his life and Joe’s ability to recall names, places and events, all of these decades’ old details from his past, was truly amazing. I watched the tape several times, taking page after page of notes, each time becoming more impressed by the story that unfolded. Can you possibly imagine what it was like to be 20 years old and deciding to leave your family and friends an ocean behind and move to a new country? Joe had no money, no basic skills and no understanding of American customs or the English language. And yet with nothing more than a little help from an aunt and uncle, a strong back and a mountain of determination, Joe Beenenga would endure setbacks and enjoy successes as he built both family and business on his way to the elusive American Dream. It’s quite a story … one that makes you realize that anything is possible. But I think Joe already knew that.
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