
Trips to California and back to Arkansas
In 1939 we left for California, with (Lydia Voerster Sunderman) Grandma Sunderman’s sister,
aunt Mary Voerster Beckwith and her husband  uncle Alvin Beckwith, their three daughters,
Marie, Ruth and Helen.  When we first went to California I was less than a year old. We made
subsequent trips when there was no more work picking fruit.  We would return to Arkansas.  I
loved Arkansas, there were mobs of relatives and I loved the feeling of having lots of aunts and
uncles and cousins, even my great grandmother, on my Sunderman side, was alive then. The
church would be full of kinfolks. They would all come for Sunday dinner at the big White House
of my great-grandparents (George Sunderman & Clara Meitzler Sunderman). Sometimes it was
a picnic, sometimes we would all sit at the long table in the kitchen where great quantities of
food were prepared. Then elbow to elbow with all the wonderful people that I loved we would
feast on the food grown in the gardens and orchards, as well as the fruits, nuts and berries that
grew in the woods. Sometimes there would be hand cranked ice cream. Those times made me
happier than any other time in my life.

The Table of Two Philosophies
The Sunderman house had a beautiful dining room with dark polished wood, a long table with
many chairs and a buffet, however, no one ever ate in there.  They always ate in the kitchen
with an even longer table that could seat at least a dozen people.  Between meals, the kitchen
table was used for all manner of cooking and baking.  Great bowls of bread dough were put
there to rise, then molded into loaves.  The warmth of the big black wood burning stove helped
the dough to rise, and there was room on the table for rolling out pie dough, or shelling peas,
whatever would appear on the dinner table was produced on that table, then it was cleared
away for mealtime.

When dinner was ready, the different philosophies of the two older women revealed itself.  My
grandma always believed that the children should be fed first, because they were hungry and
after they ate, they could go outside to play and the adults could enjoy their food at their leisure
Aunt Myrtle (Rose Myrtle Stephens who married Ernest Sunderman) took the opposite position.
She thought the adults should eat first then the children could eat after the adults were finished.
This seemed to represent the difference between the two women.  Aunt Myrtle and my
Grandma Lizzie (Julia Elizabeth Stephens) were sisters.  Grandma Sunderman had a not too
hidden disdain for both of them, and barely tolerated their various idiosyncrasies.

The Great Depression
It wasn't that the family suffered so terribly in the depression, they had farms, and were able to
eat regularly, but that's about all. After the initial shock caused by the Great Depression, people
adjusted as best they could and became subsistence farmers growing food for their own use.
There was little beyond the bare necessities of life and particularly the younger generation
wanted more than that. Uncle Alvin’s only ambition in life was to get enough money in California
to buy a farm in Arkansas. There we would all live together in one big happy communal family.



The Church that George and Clara Built
My great grandparents had the church built in Mena (Mena, Polk County, Arkansas) and it was
the only Lutheran church South of Little Rock. The church was built by and for the family
primarily.  A few other German families attended. The family made up most of the congregation,
and Sunday became a sort of family reunion, when kinfolk visited with those they hadn't seen for
a week. Until the outbreak of World War I the services were in German, after that it became very
unpopular to speak German. The old people still spoke German at home. Unfortunately for me,
the children were not allowed to speak German for fear they might lapse into German in the
wrong places.

There was even a Lutheran school at the church attended by most of the children in the family.
At Christmas time the children put on the Christmas play and we were always included when we
came back from California. My very first Christmas part in the play was to say “and Mary took
these things and pondered them in her heart”. I loved coming home to Arkansas, I loved the
church and all the kinfolk, California was like a foreign land and Arkansas was where my people
lived, it was home, but California was also a great adventure everything was different there. I
loved the trips back-and-forth, camping out, and all the incredible things to see along the way.

Winters California
When we arrived in California, we worked on the Haley’s ranch in Winters California,   Uncle
Alvin and Mrs. Beckwith (Mary Voerster) had worked there in the  past so there was always
work for them when the fruit was ready to pick, and now there was work for us too.  However we
stayed in the, so called, Government Camp just outside of town, where there were tents set up
on wooden platforms.  There was a public bathroom  with showers and tubs to do laundry.
However I couldn’t help looking over the fence where some people had small but nice flat top
houses with their own bathrooms.  I never quite determined how they were able to live in such
luxury.

I went to school in town, it was a mixed blessing, the teacher was hostile to Okies, she took
every opportunity to make her class a place where she could show her contempt for Okies. She
spewed out vicious snarling criticism, every class gave her the opportunity to make a great
display of contempt for Okies, they were.the only ones she felt free to humiliate. I had no way to
defend myself since I was only in the 2nd grade. In the past I had been treated wonderfully well,
and I loved school.  It probably helped that my father was president of the School board back in
Oklahoma, I can only assume he was chosen for that position because he had a high school
education and the others did not.

One day we were playing outside when a boy riding his bike alongside the Highway was hit by a
truck. The truck didn’t even slow down. I think he may have speeded up. The men who were
staying in the Motel jumped in their cars and caught up with him,they forced him to stop and
held him until the police came and took him away.  I was horrified to see that boy all crumpled
up, I think I didn’t realize he was dead. I had nightmares after that.



The Return
One night we were all involved with our own activities, and my mother (Sadie Marie Henderson
Sunderman) was sitting outside reading.  Suddenly she stood up and started running as fast as
she could down the driveway of the motel where we lived toward the street.  I was horrified. It
was getting dark and I had no idea why she was running.  I could no longer see her in the dark,
but soon she came back up the driveway, arm in arm with a man.  I could not imagine what was
going on, I could only think she had gone crazy and found a man she liked and brought him
home with her.  It turned out to be my dad (Walter Charles Sunderman), coming home from the
war.  He was a complete stranger to me, but I soon found him quite acceptable.  The rest of the
evening was spent hearing stories about the war, and we told him stories about our lives while
he was gone. The following days were spent visiting kinfolk.

After the visit with kinfolk was finished, we went out to our farm (Oklahoma).  It was a tangled
mess of weeds and gullies.  The house was full of dust and cobwebs, the well was dry. After
considerable hard labor we made the house livable again but it had only two small rooms and
an attic.  Later on  we were able to buy an additional 80 acres and it had a perfectly acceptable
house.  Daddy set about plowing and planting. He plowed with a horse pulling a plow, He said
things like Gee and Haw and the horse understood perfectly, I did not.

Holidays
Christmas and Easter, as well as lesser occasions produced festivities at the church with the
children acting out biblical scenes, reading scripture and various other performances suited
to the occasion.  We were always home from California for Christmas so they saved me a
part in the performance. We were almost always still at home on Easter so after church we
adjourned to the  “White House” and found that the Easter Bunny was there before us, and
there were Easter Eggs all over the place. I quietly looked over those there with us, and there
was no one missing.  Nor had anyone been missing at the church or the Easter performances.
To this day, I have wondered how those eggs got there.

Back to California
As Summer was becoming apparent, we prepared to go back to California.  I looked forward to
that trip equally as much as I looked forward to going back to Oklahoma. It was the best of both
worlds.  We had friends and relatives in both places. By now friendships had developed with
other groups of workers, so the beginning of each season was a happy reunion. The workers
were paid by the lug box so when they worked they were working as hard as they could to make
enough money to carry them to the next season.  Some of the workers continued on with
preparing fruit for drying. Throughout the year, there were a few jobs, pruning, painting the
trunks of the trees, to keep insects from climbing up the tree.  These were necessary jobs but a
few workers could tend to the trees until the next season.  Teenagers worked until September,
then went back to school



The Big Room at Church
The big room at the back of the church was where the congregation gathered for visiting after
church. When the weather was bad outside, a big black wood burning stove warmed the inside
of the room making possible a comfortable place for all the activities that could happen even in
the Winter months or any other time when the church members needed a place to gather.
Wedding receptions,  funerals and a variety of special events were made possible by the use of
that room.

Prior to World War I, the church services were conducted in German, but the use of the German
language became very unpopular, since we were at war with Germany. From that time on,
services were conducted in English.  The older people spoke German in the privacy of their own
homes, but the children were forbidden to speak German, for fear of them publicly lapsing into
the “old country” language.

Catherine “Katie” Hensley
Cousin Catherine known as Katie and I became friends.  We were about the same age, but she
was better connected than me.  Her father was the county Sheriff (Hobart Hensley - note:
research on 1940 US Census Record indicates that he was not her biological father), he had
married one of Aunt Myrtle’s daughters, and there were huge benefits to being friends with the
sheriff’s daughter.  I had no idea at the time, but when the carnivals came to town The Sheriff
found tickets for every event and ride pressed into his hands.  He then passed the tickets along
to us kids and we set about using what had been pressed into his hands.  Katie and I had
enough tickets to ride every ride many times, until we had to quit for fear of throwing up.  The
next day, we recovered enough to continue on with a little restraint.

Times were not all friendly and nice, like when we got the Hensley’s mail out of the mailbox,
took it under a dry creek bridge, opened it up and proceeded to attempt to read it. I don’t
remember anything about the mail, but I do remember that it was beyond our skill level.
Sheriff Hensley was so furious when he found out what we had done, I was trying to imagine
what it would be like to spend the rest of my life in jail.

That wasn’t the only time Katie and I found ourselves on the wrong side of the law.  We
discovered that when the guards went home the outside doors to the jail were not locked.  We
could sneak in and visit with the prisoners any time we wanted.  They were always happy to
have a visit with us. Fortunately they didn’t tell on us or we would have been barred from ever
going anywhere near the jail.

Notes:  All information added by Robin Stewart is indicated by parentheses.


