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Country Adventure 

Tracks and Bird Songs 

The Rabbit Trap 
 

I grew up in the 1960’s on a farm near Oakland, Tennessee. Dad and my 

uncle milked cows and produced corn for feed and cotton to sell. My 

playmates were my brother and five cousins. The farm was a great place 

to fish, hunt, and trap. Most of the ponds on the farm had catfish and 

bream. Rabbits and quail lived in the thickets along the fields. Dad said 

the vines and briars in the thickets helped them hide from coyotes and 

foxes.   

Most of the food that Mom cooked for our family came from our 

garden. The garden was beside a thicket behind our house. In the 

summer, I helped chop the weeds and pick the vegetables. Sometimes 

the rabbits chewed on the plants in the garden.   

A field road ran from our house to Mom’s 

garden.   Sometimes I took a short cut through 

the thicket to get to her garden. I had to walk 

slowly to avoid getting stuck by thorns on the 

blackberry briars.   

I learned how to catch rabbits in traps when I 

was a young boy. I wanted to hunt rabbits with 

a gun, but Dad said that I was not old enough.  Every year on 

Thanksgiving Day, Dad and the older boys went rabbit hunting but I was 

not allowed to go with them.  When I became eight years old, Dad built 

me a rabbit trap with boards, sticks, and string. Dad said, “Let’s put the 

trap in the thicket behind our house. Maybe you can catch some of the 

rabbits that ate on your mother’s garden last summer.”  He started 

gathering parts for the trap when we were feeding cows on the farm.  

Dad loaded sacks of feed on his truck. Then we rode to a field where 

cows were waiting to eat.  My job was to count the cows while he fed 
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them. He untied the strings from the sacks and poured piles of feed on 

the ground.  Dad said, “Put these strings in your pocket for your rabbit 

trap.”  I stood on the back of the truck to get a high place to see the 

cows.  I counted 42 cows. None were missing. We walked to a small tree 

and he used his pocket knife to cut a branch and put it in his truck. 

At his farm shop, he used boards, nails, string, and the tree branch to 

make the rabbit trap. He took the branch from his truck and cut it into 

three pieces. He made a long stick, a short stick, and one shaped like the 

letter Y.  The short stick was notched to make the trigger for the trap.  

Then he made a long 

box with the boards. A 

hole was drilled in the 

middle for the Y stick 

and a hole near the 

back for the trigger. 

He used the feed sack 

strings that I had in 

my pocket to tie the 

trigger to the long 

stick.  The other end of the long stick was attached to a door at the front 

of the trap. 

After he finished the trap, we stopped by our house and got a carrot and 

lettuce from the kitchen for bait in the trap.  We set the trap beside a 

rabbit path and placed pieces of lettuce around the trap.  Dad put a 

carrot in the back of the trap. When a rabbit hopped into the trap to eat 

the carrot, he would bump the trigger causing the front door to drop 

down and close. 
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Trapping rabbits requires 

patience.  Dad said, “It 

might take several days 

or even weeks for a 

rabbit to go into the 

trap.” Every afternoon 

after I got off of the 

school bus, I ran to see if 

a rabbit was in the trap.   Most of the lettuce along the rabbit path was 

eaten but no sign of rabbits in my trap.  Dad told me to wear gloves 

when handling the trap to avoid leaving my smell which would scare the 

rabbits away.  One day I was excited because I saw that the door was 

closed.  But I looked in a crack in the trap and realized that it was empty. 

The wind had tripped the trigger. But I did not give up. 

Several days later, the trap door was closed again. When I lifted up the 

trap, I noticed that it was heavier than usual.  I looked in the crack and 

saw two big brown eyes looking back at me.  

I set the trap down and ran to get an empty feed sack.  Dad and my 

older brother, Johnny, walked back to the trap with me.  Dad shook the 

rabbit out of the trap into the sack.  

As we started walking home, Johnny decided to open the sack to see the 

rabbit. He reached his hand into the sack and grabbed the rabbit’s back 

legs. Then he pulled the rabbit out of the sack. 

The rabbit squirmed and wiggled trying to get free.  Then the rabbit 

reached up with its front claws and scratched Johnny’s arm.   I saw blood 

from the scratch marks on his arm. Johnny dropped the rabbit and it 

raced back to his home in the thicket.  We never saw that rabbit again.  I 
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learned to cut boards and hammer nails to build rabbit traps and set 

them in other thickets. I 

called it my trap line. Each 

day I walked from trap to 

trap to see if I had caught 

any rabbits. I always wore 

gloves when I touched my rabbit trap to avoid leaving my smell which 

would frighten the rabbits away. When I became older, I hunted with a 

shotgun. 



Country Adventure 

Boogeyman 

Birds on the Farm 

 Dad did not have many hobbies because the farm 

work took up most of his spare time.  But he did 

enjoy hunting. He had a friend from Memphis, 

Tennessee named Hoot Gibson who had two quail 

hunting dogs. On Saturday afternoons in the winter, 

he and Mr. Gibson would hunt quail on the farm.  

To get the most income from the land, farmers began 

clearing thickets to have more land to grow crops.  But removing trees 

and vines from hillsides often caused soil erosion and deep gullies.  

These were the places on the farm where quail lived so Dad tried to save 

as many thickets as possible. 

Quails lived in groups called coveys and ate seeds from sumac bushes 

that grew in the thickets. They preferred to walk or run instead of flying.  

The only time that I saw quails flying in the air was when they were 

frightened by a dog or hunter.  I tried hunting quail with Dad a few time 

but they flew too fast for me to hit with my shotgun.  

We usually saw quail in the winter months.  Many birds on our farm got 

their names by the songs that they sing. The quail in our area were 

called bobwhites. When bobwhite quails got separated from their 

friends, they sang what sounded like the word “Bobwhite” over and over 

until they found each other. 

My favorite bird to hunt were mourning doves. Doves flew in pairs with 

their mates.  I could usually find mourning doves eating kernels in Dad’s 

harvested corn fields.  After they finished eating, they usually rested on 

a tree branch sang a low tone song. They sounded a little sad.  That’s 

how they probably got their name.  Two doves stay together for the rest 

of their lives. When I saw one dove flying or sitting alone, I wondered if 
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its mate had died. The dove song sounded like “Cockcoo, …coo, coo, 

coo”.  

After the weather warmed in the spring, a mother and father 

mockingbird built a nest in a tree behind our house.   Mockingbirds are 

the official state bird of Tennessee. They got their name because they 

mock (copy) the songs of other types of birds.  On a sunny day, a 

mockingbird might sit on a branch and sing songs for hours. The adult 

birds have gray and black feathers.  The baby birds had fuzz on their 

bodies when they hatched from the eggs in their nest. When they got 

bigger, they grew feathers and practiced flying from the nest.  

When my dog, Red, and I walked by the tree one day, the mother bird 

made a hissing sound and flew down at him from behind. Then she 

dived at me and tried to peck the top of my cap. She wanted us to leave 

because her baby bird was sitting on a low branch. She was afraid that 

Red might catch and eat her baby.  When the mother bird’s scare tactic 

did not work, she landed a few feet in front of us and pretended to be 

injured with a broken wing. She fluttered one wing and made a crying 

sound. This got Red’s attention away from the baby mockingbird.  He 

jumped trying to catch the mother bird thinking she was injured. But she 

quickly flew a few feet farther away.  After repeating this several times 

the mother bird lured Red out of the area of the baby bird. 

Most birds slept at night except whippoorwills and owls.   They lived in 

the woods across the road from our house. Like many birds, the 

whippoorwills were named after their song, “Whippoorwill, 

Whipporwill”.  It is hard to describe how load their song was. It was 

pretty and scary at the same time. There were two types of owls in the 

woods.  The barn owls made a “hooting” sound and the small screech 

owls made a scary screeching noise.  
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Boogeyman 

Dad milked his dairy cows in the morning and afternoon.  In his barn, he 

stored milk in a big metal tank that he kept cold so the milk would be 

fresh.  Every day a truck came to our farm to carry the milk to a 

company in Memphis to process it into cheese, butter, and ice cream.  

It took three hours to milk all the cows.  My brother, Johnny, was four 

years older than me. When Johnny, and I were little, we fed the baby 

calves.  As we grew older, we helped him with the milking and cleaning 

the barn.  In the winter, it was usually dark in the evening when Dad 

finished milking.  Johnny and l did 

not stay the whole time because 

we had homework to do. To get 

from the barn to our house, we 

had to walk by Granny’s house, 

cross a road, then go down a path 

beside a field.  She had several big 

trees in her yard. The only lights 

for us to see where to walk were 

the stars and moon.  One night 

after I fed the calves, I told Dad 

that I needed to leave.  Johnny 

said that he would come home 

later.  I had never made the long 

walk home in the dark by myself.  

I was scared.  The part that I dreaded most was walking through my 

Granny’s yard.  The crooked trees blocked the moon light and the 

branches looked like long arms reaching out to get me.  

I was almost through her yard and getting ready to cross the road. Then 

I heard a voice from the other side of her yard. 
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“Hey, little boy. Come over here.”  I stopped walking and looked in that 

direction.  Then the voice said again, 

“Hey, little boy. Come over here.”  I saw 

someone in the shadow of a tree but did 

not know who it was. 

I said, “Who are you?!”  Then he said, “I 

am the boogeyman and I am going to get 

you!” My heart was beating out of my 

chest. 

I turned and ran in the dark as hard I could for home.  I was lucky that I 

did not trip and fall. When I reached the house, I went in the back door 

and fell on the kitchen floor out of breath. I started explaining to my 

mother what had happened.  Then Johnny came in laughing.  He 

admitted that he was the boogeyman that scared me. I was mad, but 

too tired to hit him. 

As I grew older I stopped being afraid of the dark.  My favorite group of 

stars to see at night was the Big Dipper.  Dad said to draw an imaginary 

line from two stars in the cup to the North Star. He 

said that sailors used the North Star to navigate 

their ships before compasses were made. 

Sometimes I ran with my cousins around the yard 

catching lightning bugs.  We put the bugs in a jar 

and Mom poked holes in the lids so they had air to 

breath.  Each bug blinked a yellow light. The more 

bugs we put in our jars the brighter they got.    
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Firecrackers 

Firecrackers 

Dad planted cotton in some of the fields on his farm. In the fall, he 

picked the cotton bolls and put it in trailers.  Then he pulled the trailers 

with his truck to a gin in Oakland, Tennessee.  Oakland was a small town 

with a population of 300 people. At the gin, a man called a gin master 

weighed our trailer loaded with cotton and gave him a receipt.  Dad 

pulled the trailer off of the scale and unhooked. Another man used a big 

pipe to suck the cotton out of the trailer.  We did not wait for him to 

finish. Dad had several cotton trailers with our farm name painted on 

the side. We looked for an empty trailer in the gin yard with Stevens 

Farm in red letters.  He connected it to his truck and we pulled it home 

so he could pick more cotton.  

During harvest in October and November, the cotton gin ran day and 

night without stopping. The gin was loud and could be heard all over 

town.  A big machine inside the gin separated the cotton lint from the 

seeds. The cotton hulls and dried leaves were blown in a pile behind the 

gin.  The lint was packed into 500 pound bales wrapped in brown burlap 

cloth. The gin was beside a railroad track. Men loaded Dad’s cotton 

bales on a railroad car and a train took the cotton bales to a textile 

factory to make shirts, pants, underwear, socks, and coats.   

Oakland was smaller than today but more people, like my family, lived 

out in the country on small farms.  Whole families usually came to town 

on the weekend to buy food and go to church.  The sidewalks by the 

stores were full of people walking. 

Oakland had two grocery stores.  Granddaddy owned one of the stores.  

Most of the people that came in his store worked on farms or at the gin.  

Many people chopped weeds in their fields during the summer and 

hand-picked cotton in the fall.  Granddaddy let the people get food and 

pay later.  He wrote the cost of the groceries in a charge book.  After the 
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cotton was harvested and the workers were paid, they paid Granddaddy 

for their bills. Harvest time was also when people had money to buy 

extra things like new shoes.

 

The train came through town every day and the engineer blew his 

whistle to warn cars crossing the tracks. The two grocery stores, post 

office, barber shop and bank were in straight row facing the railroad 

tracks.  A small road ran in front of the businesses for people to park 

their cars.  Beyond the road were two big trees and stacks of wood cross 

ties used to repair the railroad.  When the farm workers came to town 

for lunch, they bought bologna and bread at his store for sandwiches.  

Their favorite place to eat on hot, 

summer days was in the shade under the 

trees by the railroad tracks. 

The picture on the right was Granddaddy, 

me, and Ernest sitting on the Wonder 

bread box in front of his grocery store in 

1963. Ernest worked in the store. Before 

closing each day, Granddaddy put old 

bread from his store in the box. The next 

morning, the bread man came by early, 

picked up the old bread, and left fresh 

loaves on top of the box. I was holding an 

ice cream sandwich in my hand. 
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I loved to spend time with Granddaddy at the store and go fishing with 

him and Grandma on Thursdays when their store was closed.  My jobs at 

the store were stamping the prices on the tops of food cans. I also 

helped sweep the floors and sorted glass drink bottles that people 

returned for deposit money. One of my favorite things to do was get an 

ice cream sandwich from the freezer in his store! 

Summer was an exciting time.  I was out of school and I could usually 

find something fun to do with my friend, Sugar Foot, who lived in town.  

Sugar Foot’s mom worked at the bank down the street from 

Granddaddy’s store.  

Fireworks were not sold in Oakland but 

Mom took Johnny and me to a store in 

the next county to buy them before the 

Fourth of July. My favorite kind of 

firecracker was Black Cat. Sugar Foot 

had also been to get firecrackers. 

Saturday was the day for most country 

people to come to town to shop, and the sidewalks were usually full. 

One Saturday morning in June, 

my friend and I played with 

sparklers and firecrackers in 

front of Granddaddy’s store.  

After a while, people started to 

complain about the loud noise 

and smoke. Granddaddy told us 

to move across the street 

under the trees by the railroad 

tracks. 
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We decided to have a contest to see who could come up with the best 

way to shoot firecrackers.  Sugar Foot found an empty can from one of 

the field worker’s lunches and put a firecracker under it. Neat. 

Sometimes a firecracker did not explode but just hissed with sparks out 

of one end.  We called those firecrackers “duds”. 

Sugar Foot had more firecrackers than I did. He put a whole pack of 

firecrackers on the ground and lit them at the same time. Pow! Pow! 

Pow!  

Then I had a new idea. I said, 

“Let’s see who can throw a 

firecracker into the tree hole 

above our heads.”  It was better 

than I imagined.  The noise from 

the exploding firecrackers in the 

tree hole sounded like a cannon!  

We did not know that the tree 

was hollow on the inside. After a 

firecracker landed in the hole it rolled deep in the trunk.  A few minutes 

after we started, I heard a faint hissing sound from a dud deep in the old 

tree. 

The first sign of trouble was a small puff of 

smoke coming from the hole in the 

tree. Then hundreds of giant ants and 

roaches began crawling out of the hole. 

I looked at Sugar Foot and told him that 

we need help.  We ran across the street 

and told Granddaddy what had happened.  
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Granddaddy gave us buckets of water and a ladder to climb up the tree 

to the hole.  By the time Sugar Foot and I got back across the road to the 

tree, flames were coming from the hole. Frantically, we climbed the 

ladder, poured water in the hole, then raced across the street for more 

water.  

A crowd of people gathered by the tree to watch Sugar Foot and me 

work but it was no use.  The fire was burning too deep in the tree for our 

buckets of water to put it out.  Granddaddy was 

sad but he said to stop pouring water in the tree. 

The next day was Sunday and the stores were 

closed.  After church, Dad drove our car around 

town.  He said the mayor had someone cut 

down the tree.  Pieces of wood from the tree 

was still smoking on the ground. 

Oakland went through tough times in the next 

few years.  The railroad company stopped the 

train and took up the tracks. People began driving to supermarkets in 

Memphis to buy their groceries. This hurt Oakland small businesses like 

Granddaddy’s store.  And, the country changed during this time too. 

Many people on small farms moved away to get better jobs in factories.   

Sugarfoot and I seldom saw each other after that weekend. In high 

school, we hung around in different groups of friends. But I will always 

remember the day that we fought the tree fire beside the railroad 

tracks. 
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The Big Pond 

The Big Pond 

I enjoyed going to town.  But most days I was at Dad’s farm playing with 

my cousin.  Andy and I were close to the same age.  He had three older 

brothers but they were usually too busy working on the farm to play 

with us.  I was free to play most places on the farm, but Mom and Dad 

had safety rules that I had to obey.  

Andy and I liked to dig holes in the ground under a tree next to Granny’s 

house. We used toy trucks and tractors to make roads in the dirt.  We 

also did target practice on tin cans using sling shots with rocks. One day 

we found a dead bird in the yard and held a funeral. We made a hole 

and buried it in a box under the tree.  

 But fishing was my favorite thing to do. 

Mom and Dad gave me my own rod and 

reel for my birthday. But they had a rule 

that I was never to go to a pond, lake, or 

river without an adult.  They were afraid 

that I might drown in the water.  

One day Andy went to town with his 

mother.  I played by myself but it is not 

as much fun as playing games with 

someone else.  I tried different things to 

pass the time but I was really bored. 

I walked to the barn to see if Dad was working on a tractor in the shop 

but everyone was off working in the fields. I sat on a bucket in front of 

the barn with my dog, Red.   

Then I saw my older cousins walking up the road with fishing poles and 

tackle boxes in their hands.  I wished that I had my rod and reel.  
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First, I asked them if they had seen Andy 

anywhere.  They said that he would be gone 

all day with his mother but I was welcome to 

go with them to the Big Pond.  

Dad had many ponds on the farm for the 

cows to drink.  Most of them had catfish and 

bream which were fun to catch. The Big 

Pond had the most fish.  I had been fishing at 

the Big Pond before but I was always with 

Granddaddy. 

I hesitated about going with them because I knew the rules.  But Sam, 

my cousin, said it was O.K. because they were older and I would not be 

fishing, just watching them. “Oh, come on!” he said.  Then I started 

walking with them.  

At the Big Pond, my cousins baited 

their hooks with worms and began 

fishing. I asked them questions 

about fishing but they said “Shh, be 

quiet.  You are scaring the fish!”   

The fish were not biting where we 

were sitting so they moved around the pond leaving me alone.  I 

thought, “Gosh, this is not fun. This has not been a good day.” I did not 

know it would soon get worse. 

Then I heard Dad calling loudly from the barn, “Gene, Gene!”  I ran 

across the field to meet him.  When I got near him, he told me that I was 

in big trouble. Then I got a spanking. He reminded me that it was not 

safe for me to be at the pond with anyone besides an adult. He and 

Mom loved me and did not want anything bad to happen to me.  
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Pap-Paw’s Liniment 

Granny and Pap-Paw were my Dad’s mother and father. They grew up 

without cars, electricity, and in-door plumbing. They were part of the 

last generation of pioneers that depended on the land for most things in 

their everyday lives. 

Pap-Paw and Granny 

owned a country store. 

It was located near his 

farm on Lambert Road 

(Highway 194) near 

Oakland.  During the 

Great Depression, 

many people were poor 

and hungry.  In January 

1930, robbers came and shot Pap-Paw and stole money from the store. 

He was hurt but did not die. After the robbery, Pap-Paw started carrying 

a pistol with him.  The next year he accidently dropped the gun on the 

floor in the store.  It landed on the hammer and fired a bullet up into his 

leg.   

Preventing infection in a cut or wound was harder 

than it is today.   Penicillin was not discovered until 

World War II.  Pap-Paw had a home remedy to kill 

germs in his leg.  To make it, Granny mixed equal 

parts of turpentine, witch hazel, and camphor.  

Eventually he got better and was able to work again. 

Many years later, I was playing barefoot and cut my 

foot on the kickstand of my bicycle.  Mom was not 

at home. I went to Granny’s house for help and she 

brought out a bottle of Pap-Paw’s Liniment. Before 
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she poured it on my cut, she warned me to get your mouth ready to 

blow hard on the area because it would sting. She was right. It hurt for a 

minute but felt better after the burning stopped.   

Granny and Pap-Paw were slow to change. Pap-Paw resisted new things 

more than she did.  When I was little and needed to the bathroom at 

Granny’s house, I had to walk to pit toilet behind the house.  Pap-Paw 

had a stack of old newspapers for toilet paper.   

My dad and uncle made many improvements to the farm and Pap-Paw 

and Granny’s house.  They bought electric machines to milk cows faster. 

They built a bathroom on the back of the house with a commode, sink, 

and shower.  Granny bought a television and an electric sewing 

machine.  The television was in black and white with three channels that 

were changed by rotated a dial.  

Granny made her own soap. She said that soap from stores caused a 

skin rash on her hands. When Poppa killed hogs for meat in the winter, 

Granny took the pig fat and cooked it with lye in a big black pot and fire 

to make soap.  

She used a pressure cooker to can vegetables from her garden in glass 

jars.  I remember seeing her the cooker on her stove.  I was afraid that it 

would blow up.  She kept the shelves in her attic full of jars of green 

beans and tomatoes. She also peeled pears from her tree and made 

preserves.   

Granny sewed dresses with her sewing machine and used the extra 

fabric scrapes to make quilts for her bed.  For some projects, she 

preferred using her old foot pedal sewing machine instead of the new 

electric Singer machine.  

My cousin, Andy, and I played many days at their house.  If we got 

hungry before lunch, Granny made us mayonnaise and cracker for 
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snacks. In the spring, there was always something growing at her house 

for us to see. On her back porch, she planted tomato and pepper seeds 

in containers filled with soil.  When the weather warmed, she 

transplanted the plants in her garden.   Each year, she ordered dozens of 

small yellow chicks that were delivered by the mailman in a cardboard 

box with little holes.  The box as alive with the sound of little Peep, Peep, 

Peeps!   

In a spare bedroom, she kept the chicks in a cage with food, water, and a 

light bulb to keep them warm.  When the chicks grew bigger, she moved 

them outside.  She threw corn in the yard for them to eat but they 

mainly lived on worms and grass seeds that they found. Her chicken 

house had a roost and laying room.  The roost was a place for the 

chicken to sleep at night.  The laying room had boxes with straw for the 

hens to sit and lay eggs. I helped her gather the eggs.  If Granny wanted 

a chicken for Sunday dinner, she hooked one by the foot, rang its neck, 

then she plucked the feathers.  

Andy and I went without shoes most in the summers but had to be 

careful not to step in the chicken mess in her yard.  Sometimes we 

trapped her chickens then turned them loose.  We used a cardboard 

box, stick, and long string.  We tied the string to a stick which was used 

to prop up one edge of the box.  For bait, we poured a pile of corn on 

the ground and took the other ended of the string and hid behind a 

bush.  When we saw a chicken go under the box to eat the corn, we 

jerked the string to pull the stick out causing the box to trap the chicken. 

The chickens were not hurt just a little scared.   

I wonder what Granny and Pap-Paw would think about new inventions 

like the internet and smartphones. Some changes in life are good. I had 

a much easier time typing this story on my computer than I would have 
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writing it with a pen and paper.  But I still remind myself that the land is 

still where our food is produced.  
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Finding Calves 

When we grew older, Johnny and I had more jobs on Dad’s farm. The 

cows ate grass from the fields for food.  But in the winter, when the 

grass was not growing, we used a wagon to bring them bales of hay and 

cut up corn stalks called silage. We also helped Dad give medicine to sick 

cows to help them feel better.   

Dad learned how to deliver calves from his father who also raised dairy 

cows. As soon as a calf was born, the cow licked and smelled the baby 

and remembered its scent. Later, the smell helped her find her baby 

among the other calves in the field.  

Cows produce a special kind of milk when the baby is born. This milk 

helps the calves grow strong and not be sick.  Baby calves are able to 

walk right after they are born but they get tired easily and sleep during 

the day while the cow eats grass in the field. 

The mother cow found a safe place 

in the field with tall grass and bushes 

to hide the calf so coyotes and wild 

dogs would not hurt it while it was 

sleeping.  The mother was usually 

close by and constantly looking for 

danger.  

After the calf was one week old, it 

was time for us to bring the cow and calf to the barn to milk the cow.  

But first we had to find where the calf was hidden.  

Dad’s cows were colored black and white.  Calves with mostly bright 

white hair were easy to find laying in their beds.  But one day Johnny 

and I walked for hours in the field looking for a black calf in the tall grass. 
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 Johnny had an idea to trick the cow and get her to show us where the 

calf was hidden.  He told me to bark like a dog while he made a sound 

like a calf.  I shouted, “Woof! Woof!” and Johnny shouted, “Baaa! Baaa!” 

We said it over and over as we walked around the field. 

It worked.  The cow thought the calf was in trouble and came running to 

the hiding place to rescue the sleeping calf. 

Johnny and I woke the calf up from her bed in the grass and slowly 

walked the cow and calf to the barn for her first milking.  

Sometimes calves were born dead.  Mother cows smelled and licked 

their calves clean anyway. I remember one day when a sad coincidence 

occurred.  A cow died after having a live calf and another cow had a 

dead calf.  Dad began looking for a way to get the live calf to nurse the 

other mother to get 

the milk it needed to 

survive. The calf 

wanted to drink the 

milk but the cow 

would not let her 

because she did smell 

like her calf.  

Dad did something 

strange that I will 

always remember. He took the skin from the dead calf and tied it with 

strings to the live calf. I saw the blood dripping down the calf’s legs. The 

cow smelled the calf and immediately accepted it as her own child and 

let her nurse. Dad left the skin on the calf until it rotted off. In some 

ways, we are like that orphan calf in our relationship with God.  
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My 4-H Project 

When I was in elementary school, a man came to our school from the 

county extension office in Somerville, Tennessee.  He told us about 4-H 

projects for boys and girls.  The signup sheet had a long list of ideas. I 

chose “Raising a Calf”.  

Dad already had dairy calves but I needed a “pure blooded” heifer.  

Heifers are young female cows.  Dad’s father raised Guernsey and Jersey 

milk cows. When I was young, Dad had black and white cows called 

Holsteins.  Some of his cows were descendants of the Guernsey and 

Jersey cows from his father which made them a mixed breed.  They 

were great dairy cows but not what I needed for my 4-H project.  

The rules of competing calves in 

4-H project shows was that the 

calf must be registered with 

papers to prove that its mother 

and father were Holstein. Dad 

talked with the extension agent 

and they came up with a 

solution. Each year, a Holstein 

heifer auction called the Black 

and White Sale was held in 

Nashville. I had saved $500 from 

working jobs on the farm and 

would buy my own registered 

heifer. 

The extension agent, Dad, and I rode together early on the morning of 

the sale.  People were allowed to walk around and see the heifers that 

would be for sale later in the auction.  Each heifer had a number on a 
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string around its neck.  I saw three heifers that I liked and wrote down 

their numbers on my paper. I hoped to buy at least one. 

I had never been to an auction.  

It was exciting.  A man brought 

in the calves one at a time 

starting with the number 1.  

The auctioneer in charge sat at 

a microphone and talked very 

fast.  “Who will give me two 

hundred dollars for this pretty 

heifer?”  The words rolled quickly out of his mouth. If you were 

interested you would make a gesture like raise your hand or tip your hat. 

Then the auctioneer would look across the crowd and say “Who will give 

me 225?”  If someone else was interested in the same calf they bid 

against you. It went back and forth until someone decided the price was 

too high and stopped bidding. 

I learned that it is important to know before a sale starts which heifer 

you want and what the maximum limit that you are willing to pay. It is 

easy to get excited and bid too much.  I let Dad do my bidding.  He bid 

on the first two heifers that I had on my list but the price went above 

$500 and we stopped.  Then a heifer came in the ring called Tilda.  She 

was the third and last number on my list. 

I could feel my heart beating with excitement. Two other men wanted to 

buy Tilda and bided against Dad.  The auction bidding went back and 

forth between the three men for several minutes.  One of the two men 

stopped bidding, leaving just Dad and the last man.  Then he stopped 

bidding before my limit.  The auctioneer shouted, “Going, once!  Going, 

twice for $475!” and pointed our way.  I had a Holstein heifer for my 4-H 

project. 
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Dad brought Tilda home to our 

farm in his cattle trailer. Over 

the next year, I taught her to 

calmly walk beside me with a 

halter on her neck.  I used 

clippers to cut her hair and 

washed her to make her hair 

shine.  We took her to several 4-

H dairy shows to compete with 

other heifers.  When she became a cow and made milk, the Associated 

Milk Producers Inc. hired me to take Tilda for milking demonstrations in 

city malls to promote June Dairy month. People enjoyed this especially 

when Tilda “mooed” loud inside the mall. 

After I graduated from high school, I went to college. Tilda continued to 

live on the farm and produce milk and have baby calves.
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