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4-Dewitt-Bath Review/February 14, 1954

DeWitt remembered:

Photo courlesy of Gerald Pike.

A RARE VIEW of the pioneer log catin and plank harn of the Knapp family. it's location was on the east side

.of Airport Road, ane-half mile nork of Chadwick Road. Pholo by George S. Pike.

“Cabin fever” isn’t what

By KEN COIN

T've had enough winter. I'm beginning to show
signs of cabin fever - that is, a little squirrlier
than usual, The term “cabin fever” is derived from
scenes such as that above: A house built for two,
inhabited by 12, located smack-dak in the middle
of nowhere. Now, let’s add our fourth month of
snow, another new baby, no pasta or chocolate in
the cupboard, the horse and grandma are both in
the barn, dead, waiting for the ground to thaw
and we've had beans, hoecake and fatback for
every meal since the Christmas goose got piclked
clean. In short, we've long since gone over the
edge. By now we're o muss-homicide jusl waiting
to happen. )

But, you know what? They endured it just fine

and actually enjoyed themselves in the process.’

Why? Two undeniable truths: First, they were
better people than we in terms of fortitude.
Second, ignorance is bliss. Never underestimate
the truth and power of that last sentence. These
pioneers who spent one winter after another in
cramped cabins watching their children cough
themselves to death (quite literally) had absolute-
Iy no idea that life held any slternatives.

But as fo this little cabin in particular, William
HH Knapp, of whom ['ve written before, was a
voung lad of nine when he accompanied his family
to Chnton County, They lived their first year here
in a “crude” cabin at the Simmons homestead
until early in the winter of 1845 when the
“refined” cabin {pictured here) was built, T will let
Mr. Knepp tell of his boyhood home in his own
wards:

“The house must be built in a hurry and could
not be very elaborate. He had very little help if
any from the saw mill. There were no joists, no
rafters, no reof boards, no sawed flooring.”

“The shingles or ‘shakes’ were split from a near-

it used to be in DeWitt

by tree. They were about 30-inches Jong and were
laid on the large (roof) poles. The floor was made
of planks split from logs.”

“We had no stove and no fireplace at first. We
made a fire (in the cabin!) by laying green logs one
on another against the green log walls of the
house and making the fire against the green logs
till 2 thaw when father got clay and made a fire-
place.”

“Father had six men working on our house and
in six weeks it was ready to move into, We moved
in the evening and before we had the doors and
windows in. They hung up buffale robes that
night. When we got up in the morning there had
been a heavy snow storm. When we pushed the

~ buffalo robe to one side to look out, the snow tum-

hled in the house in great shape.”

William (urther relates that the family received
their first house guests that same morning in the
form of five local Indians: Conocbwa and
Concobenon {as he spells it) the chiefs from the ol
Indian village of Wabwahnahseepee, aloeng with
Tom Cobencn, Potash and Shantcunigan.
William's mother, Lydia, had never seen the loeal
natives before and was rather a nervous hostess,
cocking up a storm to keep them happy.

Willlam’s (amily lived in this cabin with eight
children (count ‘em, eight childreni) for about
seven years, In 1852 Samuel, the father, pur-
chased a homestead of his own (the home above
had actually been located on his brother-inJaws’
farm) at the northeast corner of Lehman and
Airpert roads (later the Phillips farm). There he
built a larger cabin which he then filled with yet
three more childven.

Ken Coin is a DeWitt resident and the areq’s
primary historian. His column appears here twice
monthiy.
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DeWitt remembered

Bill Lonier
brought out
the best *’

By KEN COIN

With the death last week of 1H1 Lenier, DaWitt,
has lost one of its last vestiges of what a small
town should really be like. In his unassuming
demeanor, he brought out the best in us and our
tiny corner of rural America.

I wel]l remember my first haireut and, contrary
to several barbers’ claims, it was at the kitchen
table with my mom’s mixing bowl on my head and
my dad shaving away anything that showed with
some gncient electric clippers (sheep shears, T
think; that my grandfather had passed our way.
Pm certain I never properly thanked pgrandpa for
sharing those clippers with us,

On my first few trips to the family barbershop,
my initial humilistion of having Lo sil on the
wooden “kiddie” board, which was placed across
the arms of the chair, soon turned into terror as
Bob Norris jerked and wrenched my head this way
and that, “Sit up straight! Now don't move or T'll
shave your ear of.," I not only helieved he meant
it, I think he would have enjoyed it.

One day there was a new face at the second
chair, and, if you're not familiar with barbershop
protocol, number two barber does not get every
other customer, Number {wo barber gets only
those customers who don’t have all day to wail for RS
a turn at number one chair. (Yas, there is a third  Bill Lonler “ the rest
chair and once I actually witnesscd a barber using  of us to pay atlention to the pro. “Well then, you
it. But we won't get into Lhat.) One by one as the must be connected to the Owl family south of town
old farmers said “No thanks. I'll wait for Bob!™ |, here?”

on the other hand, jumped at the chance, | ateod “Nnnno,” said the stranger, “don't think 1 ever
next to the now guy’s chair for a moment waiting  heard her speak of them.”
for him to put that dreaded board neross the aning “Hmmmm,” said Bill in his most arid tone, *1

and he just patted the sent. "Ilop an up here = thought the Hawks and the Owls were related
young fella. My name’s Bill. You got # nnme?” I some way.” (Silent applause from the audience.)
knew I had a friend for life. In a town where lifelong residents can now get
I often envied Bill's job, He got to watch the lost among the crowd, Bill's barbershop offered a
whole world pass by his chair. He could observe it, refuge where we could feel at home. And not just
comment on it, interact with it, or impact it when  because of the familiar red ashtray table or front
and how he chose, all without leaving the few door that doesn’t open quite right, but a consisten-
square feet of spece. And when the day was over - cy that spanned generations.
sweep up the hair and lock the door, But Bill was My son, Sam, didn’t want anyone but Bill
no ordinary barber. Aside from his responsibility touching his hair. The longer wait for the first
as collector and distributor of valuable informa- chair was well worth it to both of us as T watched
tion, Bijl was a veteran showman with enough the two of them play out their parte. “How do va
good nature and love of people to carry it off want it today, Mr. Sam, like mine?” Bill would
superbly. ask, pointing to his own bald head. {(3iggle har-
On a recent trip to the barbershop, I caught his  har) Then finish the job and again, hand him the
act and thought at the time, what pelish! What & mirror. “Think your girlfiend’ll recognize ya?”
gift! His customer was an older gentleman who, as  (Giggle har-har) Then whip the talcum brush
.we all soon learned; was not from DeWitt, . - .. ., across-his facel ((Higgle har-har) Then stare e

“So, what brings you to DeWitt?” Dill asked, e nonchalantly across the streei while he

tactfully. . . sucked about four inches of the kid’s neck flesh
“My wife’s from here,” tho gentlomnn anawors. inte the hand vacuum. “Sorry there Mr. Sam.”

“She’s a Hawhk." (Giggle har-har) T'd already gotten my $7 worth
“Hmmmm,” Bill responded. “Likes to keep an and hadn't even got in the chair yet.

eye on ya, does she?” Time is changing everything in this commumty

As all of us in the place were doubled ovir in and it's good people ike Bill Lonier who will be
silent amusement, the gentloman correcled the  remembered and missed the 1nost.
obvious confusion. “No, that was Lor mallen Ken Coin is a resident of DeWilt and the area’s
name, Hawk.” primary historian, His column appears here twice
“Ohhh,” Bill replicd, then Tit. his plps, & o 1o monthiy. '




